ASBURY SEMINARY
1031006666

"" II II II ,

ABSTRACT
Before Contextualization, Critical Incarnational Living:
A Study in Discovering Appropriate Southern Baptist
Missionary Church Planting Roles among Chinese Malaysians
by
Bryan K. Galloway
This dissertation was conducted for the purpose of discovering more
effective means for Southern Baptist International Mission Board (IMB)
church planting missionaries to accomplish the task of indigenous church
planting, specifically, among Chinese Malaysians. For over fifteen years,
the author has served as a 1MB missionary. The field research interviewed
25 Chinese Malaysians and surveyed 450 Chinese Malaysians. Written
reports, government data, books, and journal and periodical articles both
informed and supplemented the field research.
The dissertation consists of eight chapters. Chapter 1 presents the
statement of the problem which seeks to discover and recommend
appropriate church planting roles for 1MB missionaries to play among
Chinese Malaysians in order to plant an indigenous church. It also reviews
related literature, develops a theoretical framework that will guide the study,
and discusses the research methodology utilized in the study. Chapters 2
through 8 are divided into two major sections. Part One, Chapters 2 through
6, examines the unique features of the Malaysian context, with emphasis
given to important social, economic, religious, and cultural factors related to
the Chinese populace. More specifically, they identify twenty patterns of
Chinese culture, the complex cultural context of Malaysia, the diverse
Chinese people of Malaysia, the pluralistic nature of Chinese religion, and
how Chinese Malaysians perceive Westerners, Christians, and Western

Christians. Part Two, Chapters 7 and 8, discusses missiological and
practical implications that derive from Chapters 2 through 6.
This dissertation explores relations between cultural context,
indigenous church, church planting, and missionary role. It examines a
particular cultural context in order to discover and recommend the practical
implementation of planting an indigenous church. Moreover, it strives to
discover the social identity of the host people - their national identity, their
cultural identity, their ethnic identity, and their individual identity. Also, it
focuses on how people perceive others. Additionally, it focuses on the
collective identity as well as the individual identity of Chinese Malaysians.
The approach I have used to discover and recommend appropriate church
planting roles for missionaries in the Chinese Malaysian context is to
understand a social setting characterized by complexity, diversity, and
plurality and within this setting one fmds multiple identities. It is argued
that in multi-ethnic societies where individual identities emerge, there is a
need for church planting missionaries to play incarnational roles. The author
calls for missionaries to play roles that are less Westernized and less
traditional, and more culturally relevant and indigenous in nature.
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CHAPTER]
Rediscovering Appropriate Roles for Missionaries
Several years ago a Southern Baptist missionary and a Chinese
Malaysian Baptist pastor formulated plans to plant a church. In the process
of planning, the Southern Baptist missionary insisted on using the English
Baptist hymnal published in the United States for the guide to sing songs in
the worship service. Moreover, the Southern Baptist missionary insisted that
the worship service not use an overhead projector or choruses to sing songs.
Confused and misunderstanding the intentions of the missionary, the
national pastor hesitantly agreed to the missionary's request.
On another occasion, a Southern Baptist missionary and several
Chinese Malaysian Baptist lay leaders planned to plant a church. In the
process of planning, the nationals asked the missionary about how they
should structure the church and how they should build the pulpit. The
missionary responded that the nationals should make such decisions. Later,
the missionary asked the nationals where they got their ideas on the structure
of the church and how to build the pulpit. The nationals responded that they
borrowed the ideas of church structure and how to build the pUlpit from
other churches and from past experiences.
The Statement of the Problem
Within the Chinese Malaysian cultural context, did the above two
Southern Baptist church planting missionaries play appropriate roles for the
purpose of contributing to the planting of an indigenous church? This study
will discover and recommend appropriate roles for Southern Baptist
missionaries to play within the Chinese Malaysian cultural context in order
to contribute to the planting of an indigenous church.
1

2

This introductory chapter begins by clarifying concepts concerning
role and then briefly discusses some of the topics that missiologists have
explored in relation to missionary role. Second, it develops a theoretical
framework that guides this study and its research. Third, it delineates the
questions this study pursues. Fourth, it defines some useful terms, states
assumptions that it believes are true, and sets a few boundaries for this study.
Fifth, it discusses the research method used, revealing how the study is
organized. Sixth, it describes the collected data and how that data was
analyzed - thus providing the analytical framework that was used in
interpreting the collected data. Seventh, it briefly lists a few limitations of
the methods of research used in this study. The chapter concludes by
summarizing the direction and scope of this study while at the same time
pointing out a few reasons why this study is significant.
Concepts of Role
To discover and recommend appropriate roles for church planting
missionaries, the beginning point starts at understanding the concept of role.
F or years, writers have wrestled with explaining and defming the concept of
role.
DefIDing Role
Emile Durkheim's 1893 classic, entitled The Division o/Labor in

Society, paved the way for the concept of role and status. He insisted that
the maintenance of the society rests on desires of individuals to do things
which must be done if the society is to survive (Durkheim 1960).
In the 1930s sociologists used the term "role" in a technical sense.

Mead, Moreno, and Linton stand out as the more prominent individuals
providing insights into role phenomenon. In Mind, Self, and Society from
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the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist, Mead (1934) used role ideas to

analyze such concepts as interaction, the self, and socialization. Moreno
began his work in Vienna. After arriving in the United States in 1934, he
used the tenus role and role playing. Seeing role playing as a way of
learning how to fulfill one's role more acceptably, Moreno (1934) viewed
role playing as an important model for promoting change.
Although Mead and Moreno provided an invaluable contribution to
the concept of role, Ralph Linton is credited with making the earliest
detailed description of role and status. In chapter eight of The Study of
Man, Linton defmed status as a "position in a particular pattern" and a

"collection of rights and duties" (1936:113).

He viewed role as "the

dynamic aspect of status" and asserts that "when [a person] puts the rights
and duties ... into effect, [the person] is performing a role" (1936: 114).
In 1957 sociologist Robert K. Merton developed the idea of role-set.

By role-set Merton means an array of roles that accrue to a particular status
(1957). One example includes a teacher who needs to adjust to a variety of
role expectations. These include certain expectations with the students and
other expectations with the principal and other teachers.
In Exploring the Ways ofMankind, Walter Goldschmidt (1960)

suggests that status has two meanings: (1) position, and (2) an office or rank.
He insists that every social position carries with it an appropriate mode of
behavior known as role. He defines role as "the blueprint for the behavior
that is considered suitable to a particular social position; it is not the
behavior itself, but the rules and expectations - what should be done when
a particular office is held" (1960:316-317). He insists that "To understand
the organization of any society therefore requires that we see what positions
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are recognized, how these positions relate to one another, and the proper
behavior for each set of relationships" (Goldschmidt 1960 :318).
In Role Theory: Concepts and Research, Thomas and Biddle (1966:7)
contend that not until after World War II did the concept of role become
elaborated and refined. They define role as,
an adjective to modify such concepts as performance,
enactment, conception, behavior, discontinuity, relationship,
set, network, conflict, strain, conflict resolution, distance,
reciprocity, complementary, and many more. And whereas one
time there was little more than the single notion of position,
writers now refer to position sets, position systems, relational
positions, focal and counter positions, intrapositions and
interposition role conflict and many others. (1966:8)
They continue to define five role concepts.
1. Role Performance refers to the overt behavior of the person
in a position and is used for the way a person is assessed by
others.
2. Role Prescription refers to a demand regarding how an
occupant of a position should perform.
3. Role Evaluation refers to a judgment regarding how well an
individual does perform.
4. Role Description refers to the perceptions of others about
what a role performance encompasses.
5. Role Sanction refers to the actions of others intended to
achieve a change in the role performance of an individual.
(1966:23-45)
Building upon the definitions of sociologists, missiologists view role
and status in a similar vein. In Cultural Anthropology: A Christian
Perspective, Stephen Grunlan and Marvin K. Mayers define role as "the
behavior, attitudes, and values associated with a particular status"
(1979:136). They define status as "a position or place in a social system
and its attendant rights and duties" (1979:135). They continue to suggest
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that "symbols signify the status" with often "a value" (1979: 135) attached to
status. They emphasize that "when a person enters another culture, in order
to function properly the person not only needs to know the symbols of a
status, but also the pattern of behavior or role that goes with it" (1979: 136137).
In light of how others have viewed role, this study defines role as the
script of the way people should act and behave in a culturally and socially
defined context. With this definition in mind, how do people learn roles how do people learn how to act and behave in a culturally and socially
defined context?
The Shaping of Role
As early as the beginning of the twentieth century, researchers, such
as Ivan Pavlov in Russia and Edward L. Thorndike in the United States,
studied the effects of socialleaming. In 1938 B. F. Skinner built on the
work of Thorndike and others to label the process of social learning as
"operant conditioning" (Garvin 1991:155). Charles Garvin suggests that
operant conditioning refers to the idea that a person's "behavior is controlled
by its consequences" (1991:158).
Charles Kraft testifies that "much of people's behavior is determined
by the cultural, social, and psychological forces to which we are subject"
(1979a:61). He alleges that people are "conditioned linguistically, socially,
attitudinally, and in every other way to such an extent that [they] can never
function without reference to that early conditioning" (1979a:62). Basic
worldview assumptions teach people how to play particular roles. Put
another way, culture shapes and molds people to learn certain behavorial
roles so that they can appropriately relate to others.
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What happens when people step out of the roles prescribed by the
socially and culturally defined context? Garvin contends that as long as
people stay within the bowldaries of their prescribed role, society rewards
them and reinforces their perception of their role prescription. But when
they step too far out of the boundaries of their prescribed role, they pay a
price. At that point, society ostracizes people and punishes their behavior
(1991:158-159). When such deviant or unacceptable behavior occurs, the
society - the context of where people live - fmds difficulty in accepting
the person and identifies that person as an outsider with a different social
identity from their own.
Role and Social Identity
Anthropologists have connected discussions on role with discussions
on social identity. As Goodenough (1965) suggests, role is used to designate
a person's social identity, or how they identify themselves in a particular
context and how other people view them. In other words, the roles people
play - the way they act and behave in a culturally and socially defined
context -

identify people's social identity - who they are and how well

they fit into a cultural context.
Social anthropology has used the concept of "social identity" mostly
in the context of "collective identity." Collective identity refers to sensing
oneself to be in common with others. It points to a consciousness of sharing
certain characteristics (e.g. language, customs, practices, etc.) within a
group. Levy-Bruhl's conceptualization of the "primitive-soul" advocates
that the members of "primitive" groups possess not an "individual identity"
but rather a "shared individuality" and a "quasi-identity" to the extent that
they are almost interchangeable (Levy-Bruhl 1963:99).
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On the other hand, psychology has turned its attention to "multiple
identities" (Gergen 1994; Melucci 1997; Rosenberg 1997). In this sense, the
contemporary person is depicted as fragmented (Jameson 1984), essentially
fluid and many-sided playing a variety of roles, as in Lifton's "protean self'
(1993), or populated multiplicities, as in Gergen's "saturated self' (1991).
Anthropologists in South Asia debate over the two above approaches
to seeing identity. According to Dumont (1965, 1970, 1980), South Asian
identity -

the roles South Asian people learn - derives from larger shared

social units. Contrasting this stance, Marriot (1976; 1989; Marriot and Inden
1977) contends that no individuals exist in India, only' dividuals.' Others
have criticized both views (See Mines 1988, 1994; Morris 1978). Mines
(1994) goes so far to say that without individuality social life would not exist
in India. McHugh (1989) has the same conclusion as Mines in her analysis

of the Gurung of Nepal.
Both positions - collective identity and individual identity -

have

merit, as Anthony Cohen (1994) insists. He takes a middle ground approach
and advocates the importance of the individual selfin anthropological
analysis. He views roles - people's identity - as not simply products of
collective cultural forms, but as products in their own right. For the most
part, roles are shaped in ways close to a particular context, in congruence
with how the cultural context sees fit for a person to play out those particular
roles.
The missionary crosses a cultural boundary and finds that the
acceptable roles and behaviors previously learned are no longer acceptable
and appropriate. If the missionary does not play an appropriate role for the
socially and culturally defined context, then the missionary's social identity
is revealed as one of an outsider.

8

This study will discover and recommend appropriate roles for church
planting missionaries to play within the Chinese Malaysian cultural context.
My field research looks at the multi-ethnic country of Malaysia -

focusing

specifically on the Chinese people. When I began the study, I wanted to
focus on the shared characteristics of Chinese people rather than on
individuals. However, the above discussion on role formation and social
identity forced me to consider not only the shared characteristics of Chinese
people but also the individual identity of Chinese people in Malaysia.
What happens if it is impossible to categorize the people under study
by shared identities -

with the people not viewing role descriptions all in

the same way? What if that same people do not have one identity but many
contrasting identities? What if the people have multiple identities? What
roles should missionaries play in such a context?
The Study of Missionary Roles
Missiologists have dealt with almost every aspect of missionary role.
Such studies examine (1) missionary role and personality type (Whelchel
1996), (2) missionary role and the sending agency expectations (Larson
1978:157-158; Miller 1996), (3) missionary role and self-image (Loewen
1975), (4) missionary role and calling (Hodges 1978), (5) missionary role
and personal spiritual life (Brock 1981 :21-28), and (6) a host of other topics.
Such studies have pointed out both the contributions and pitfalls of the
IllisslOnary .
Missiologists have also wrestled with how missionary roles influence
change with the result of either enhancing or hindering the planting of an
indigenous church (See for example Whiteman 1983; Sanneh 1989;
Lingenfelter 1998; Nida 1971; Loewen 1978). Furthermore, they have
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pointed out that missionaries can hinder the process of planting an
indigenous church. For instance, in "Christian Conversion or Cultural
Conversion," Charles Kraft emphasizes that "The Christianity of which we
are most aware is really an adaptation of Christianity to Western cultural
forms" (1978:491). Emphasizing that church history teaches us that the
church has often failed to understand this important principle, Kraft asserts
that much of modem missionary efforts have promoted an approach more
akin to that of the first-century ludaizers than to that of Paul and Peter. He

illustrates his position in the case of Africa where missions emphasize
Western schooling, medicine, and a need for a Western interpretation of
Scripture. He affirms that the missionary should promote Christianity
(capital C) instead of promoting christianity (small c). He further insists that
Western Christianity "is (ideally) God in Christ made relevant to the
members of Western culture" (1978:491).
If it is the case that missionaries can hinder the planting of an

indigenous church, then what role or roles should missionaries play in order
to promote Christianity and not christianity? In the above two stories, did
the two missionaries play appropriate roles for their cultural context? In an
article entitled "Modes of Cross-Cultural Encounter," Fred Dallmayr alleges
that missionaries have functioned in several roles in cross-cultural
encounters. Those roles include,
1. the conquest mode which encompasses "physical subjugation"
(1996:215),
2. the conversion mode which reflects the conquest mode in that it
entails the indigene's acceptance of the Western missionary's forms
and patterns,
3. the mode of assimilation and acculturation where cultural fusion
occurs,
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4. the mode of partial assimilation or cultural borrowing,
5. the mode of liberalism and minimal engagement,
6. the mode of conflict and class struggle, and
7. the mode of dialogical engagement. (1996:211-236)
In each of the above modes, missionaries functioned in different roles.
Is one of the above roles better than another? By attempting to discover
appropriate church planting missionary roles within a certain cultural
conteX4 we can further our understanding of how missionaries can
contribute to the planting of an indigenous church. Moreover, we can learn
a great deal about a specified cultural context, the meaning of indigenous
church, and how practically to implement the planting of churches.
Three Levels for Considering Missionary Role
Without doubt, one of the most widely debated issues in missiology is
how missionaries influence or hinder the planting of an indigenous church
among a particular people and within a specified cultural context. Like most
fundamental issues in missiology, this issue leads to challenges at three
levels of thought. By looking at the following three levels of thought, I have
discovered the most relevant framework for studying and investigating
missionary roles. At the ethnographic level this issue forces an examination
of the cultural context and missionary role. At the missiologicallevel, this
issue stimulates discussion on the indigenous church and missionary role.
At the pragmatic level, whenever the missionary begins to plant churches,
cultural context and indigenous church concepts intersect, pleading a need
for careful analysis.
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The Ethnographic Level -

Missionary Role and Cultural Context

Kietzman and Smalley point out that the missionary "role of initiating
culture change has often been seriously misunderstood, however, in different
ways by the missionary himself, his supporters, and his critics" (1957 :231).
Larson enlarges the picture of why this misunderstanding occurs. He
suggests that "there is often a gap in the missionary's conception of his role
and how it is viewed by the non-Christians of his adopted community"
(1978:155). In other words, this gap or misunderstanding causes
missionaries to experience role conflict.
As suggested above, role conflict occurs because the missionary's
perception of how to act and behave in the adopted community does not
mesh with the adopted community's perception of how the missionary
should act and behave. In other words, the missionary fails to understand
the cultural context of the host community.

1

It is interesting to note how the changing roles of missionaries over

time cause missionaries to face role conflict. For instance; Paul Hiebert
distinguishes between missionary functional roles and locational roles. He
suggests that before the time of Western colonialism missionaries served in
functional roles as traders, teachers, and doctors. He contends that during
the colonial era these roles shifted to locational roles where missionaries
became known as British colonial administrators. He concludes that in time
this identification of the missionary task with location rather than function
led to a change in how the public viewed missionary work (1985:255-283).
In functional roles, missionaries were perceived as tentmakers who naturally
fit into a socially and culturally defined role. However, in locational roles,
missionaries were perceived as functioning within the framework of their
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own worldview assumptions. Consequently, this change in how people view
missionaries and their world results in role conflict.
Several writers emphasize the importance of the cultural setting in
regard to church planting (e.g. Malphurs 1992: 156-172; Chaney 1991: 129160). For instance, in an article entitled "Christopaganism or Indigenous
Christianity," Alan R. Tippett contends that missionaries "are bound to work
within the limitations of the cultural forms of the people to whom [they] are
sent" (1979b:402). Paul Hiebert and Eloise Hiebert Meneses agree with
Tippett's contention. In Incarnational Ministry: Planting Churches in Band,
Tribal, Peasant, and Urban Societies (1995), Hiebert and Meneses, taking

primarily a synchronic view, focus on the structures of human communities
and how they affect missionary role. They suggest that social structures and
cultural systems shape the way people hear and respond to the gospel. They
point out that both the communicated gospel and the context of the hearer
determine the particular missionary role.
Melvin Hodges echoes the sentiments of Tippett, Hiebert, and
Meneses. He points out that the status of the missionary has changed due to
political and economic factors. Therefore, he suggests changing times
require adaptation of methods and roles (1978:1-16).
William Smalley discusses missionary role and how cultural
adjustment affects the communication of the gospel (1959:186-189). If
missionaries do not adjust to the cultural values, they can easily
miscommunicate not only through their body language and actions but also
through their words. What if, for instance, missionaries do not understand
the underlying meaning of the specific words? They can easily
miscommunicate the meaning of the gospel message. Charles Kraft suggests
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that "a given word may have different meanings to different groups of
people" (1991 :33).
Smalley, Tippett, Hodges, Hiebert, and Meneses point to the
following conclusion. Although some missionary roles appear appropriate
and culturally relevant during a particular time and at a specific place, the
cultural context and challenges in a particular time and place change,
requiring missionaries to modify their role so as to remain culturally
relevant. Thus, studying the cultural context as it applies to missionary role
is a relevant issue for missiology today.
Consequently, as Arsenberg and Niehoff insist, "understanding this
culture can spell out the difference between success and failure in
introducing new ideas or methods" (1964:4). Put another way, missionaries
as change agents2 need to "know the people's work habits, patterns of social
interaction and belief system -

all parts of the local culture" in order for

changes "to be integrated into the culture" (1964:6).
This first level of thought - the ethnographic level -

is an essential

area of research for the purposes of this study. If this study is to discover
and recommend appropriate church planting missionary roles for Southern
Baptist missionaries, then a thorough study of the cultural context of
Malaysia and the Chinese Malaysians deserves attention. This first level of
thought, however, does not function as the only variable in discovering and
recommending appropriate missionary church planting roles. In any mission
endeavor, the challenge of the missionary role and an indigenous church
comes into play. This leads us to the second level of thought - the
missiologicallevel.
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The Missiological Level - Missionary Role and Indigenous Church
At the missiological level, the planting of an indigenous church is not
new to the International Mission Board of the Southern Baptist Convention
(lMB-SBC) or to missiological research (See for example, Smalley 1958a;
Tippett 1973). For years, the IMB-SBC has contended that the goal of
mission is the planting of indigenous churches. Winston Crawley, a former
vice president of the IMB-SBC, makes the following comment: "Indigeneity
is essential to the central Southern Baptist foreign mission objective: not
simply planting, multiplying, and strengthening churches, but also a certain
kind of church -

indigenous church" (1985: 196-197).

The impact of globalization on indigenous. 3 Is the issue of defining
an indigenous church really needed in this day and age? Some
anthropologists and sociologists think that the issue "indigenous" is moot.
As Ulf Hannerz has written, "Humankind has ... bid farewell to that world

which could ... be seen as a cultural mosaic, of separate pieces with hard,
well-defined edges" (1997:107). Such writers allege that the process of
globalization is connecting the world as never before and removing
stereotyped images of cultures (Friedman 1999). To such proponents,
globalization is seen as a process of removing limitations, allowing the
exchange of ideas across boundaries, and the erasing of dissimilarities
between the people of the world.
Obviously, globalization "links people and places, institutions and
events around the world" (Short 2001: 10). However, other anthropologists
and sociologists disagree with such notions that allege that the world's
cultural mosaic is disappearing. Instead, they attest that though cultural
forms are spreading, how people interpret these various cultural forms may
differ substantially (Howes 1996; Browning 1992:33; Weatherford
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1994:236). As an example, John Rennie Short, in Global Dimensions:
Space, Place and the Contemporary World, contends that "cultural

globalization is not making us more alike, but both more alike and different
at the same time" (2001: 12). In other words, though similar cultural fonns
exist throughout the world, those same cultural fonns are being seen in
different ways across the globe.
Indigenous and cultural appropriation. In order to enlarge our
perspective of globalization and come to a clear definition of indigenous, we
need to consider an anthropological concept known as cultural
appropriation. Anthropologists define cultural appropriation as "the taking
-

from a culture that is not one's own - of intellectual property, cultural

expressions or artifacts, history and ways of knowledge" (Ziff and Rao
1997). Peter Burke, who coined the tenn "transgressive reinscriptions of
culture", has aptly defined cultural appropriation. To Burke, cultural
appropriation emphasizes the way in which one group adopts and "adapts, or
converts, inverts the vocabulary [or in this case, culture] of another" (1992:
98).
The above understanding of cultural appropriation applies to the
process of how something becomes indigenous within a cultural context.
Whiteman defmes indigenization as "the process of taking something from
outside the culture, adopting and adapting it in such a way that it naturally
belongs to the culture and becomes native to it" (1983:478).
Cultural appropriation happens in every culture. When two or more
cultures meet, cultural appropriation occurs. For years, cultures have met
and exchanged ideas, goods and commodities, adopting and adapting
cultural forms to meet the need of the local context. Missiologists have
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applied the concepts of globalization, cultural appropriation, and indigenous
to definitions of indigenous church.
Traditional definitions of indigenous church. Traditionally defmed
with the "three self' concept (self-supporting, self-governing, and selfextending), the term indigenous has gone through an evolution of meaning.
Alan Tippett includes self-image in the definition of indigeneity. He sees
self-image as the first mark of an indigenous church. He defmes self-image
as the church seeing itself as "the church of Jesus Christ in its own local

situation, mediating the work, the mind, the word and ministry of Christ in
its own environment" (1979a:61).
Winston Crawley adds self-expression to the definition. He insists
that "self-expression means forms of church life and organization and ways
of doing things that best suit the local culture" (1985 :20 1).
Charles Brock defines an indigenous church as:
a contextualized church. It is able to grow within the culture where it
fmds itself, without outside interference or control. The indigenous
church planting/church growth pattern, under the leadership of the
Holy Spirit, sets people free to be and to do what God intends. (I 994:
89)
William Smalley defmes an indigenous church as,
a group of believers who live out their life, including their socialized
Christian activity, in the patterns of the local society, and for whom
any transformation of that society comes out of their felt needs under
the guidance of the Holy Spirit and the Scriptures. (I958a:54)
He points out that equating "indigenous church" with self-governing, selfsupporting, self-extending misinterprets self-governing, misapplies selfsupporting, and misunderstands self-extending. He emphasizes that often
these concepts are interpreted according to the missionary's cultural value
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system. Smalley contends that the missionary role first of all must "see the
Bible in its cultural perspective" and then "see God dealing with [people]
through different cultural situations" (l958a:55-56).
Defining indigenous church. I n the issue of planting a church, as
Charles Kraft (l979a) contends, three cultures meet: the culture of the host
community (in-culture), the culture of the missionary (the other-culture), and
the culture of the Bible (the supracultural). Here on this missiologicallevel
-

indigenous church and the missionary role -

the missionary strives to

avoid the planting of a syncretistic or superficial form of Christianity.
Syncretism refers to "the union of two opposite forces, beliefs, systems
or tenets so that the united form is a new thing, neither one nor the other"
(Tippett 1979b:404). Tippett attests that syncretism entails a "distortion of
Christian theology by mixing it with pagan myth to form a new kind of
teaching" (l979b:404). In other words, the Christian faith mingles with local
myths and cultural patterns in such a way that the "Gospel is contaminated,
leaving us a new kind of animism" (Tippett 1979b:404).
Wayne Dye's 1976 article entitled "Toward a Cross-Cultural Defmition
of Sin" speaks of how missionaries might contribute to the planting of a
superficial form of Christianity. He contends that many indigenes learn to
"dutifully 'confess' things about which they feel no guilt" like smoking,
drinking, polygamy, and dancing. These indigenes then become Christians
"without ever repenting of the things which most trouble their consciences"
(1976:28). Missionaries have gone beyond just emphasizing culture
specific moral obligations. Missionaries have also hindered the planting of an
indigenous church by advocating culture specific styles of leadership, styles of
worship, certain music, church polity or practices, physical appearance of
church, etc. Consequently, the form of Christianity planted is dressed in
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Western cultural forms and patterns of Christianity but fails to impact the
indigene's worldview values and basic assumptions of reality. As Hiebert and
Meneses maintain,
Christians must find symbols and cultural forms they understand and
appreciate to express their new faith. This involves adaptation of dress,
architectural forms, worship forms, marriages, funeral rites, and songs.
Songs, in fact, are one good measure of the extent to which people have
made the gospel their own. Many sing foreign hymns translated into
their language. For them the gospel is often something they have added
onto to their lives. Others, out oftheir living experiences with Christ,
write songs from the core of their being. (1995:372)
Both a syncretistic and superficial form of Christianity fails at
planting an indigenous church. In a syncretistic form of Christianity,
Christianity is diluted and does not remain faithful to Biblical truth, the
gospel message, or Kingdom values. In a superficial form of Christianity,
Christianity fails to meet the deeper needs of life with the consequence of
not penetrating to the indigene's worldview values and basic assumptions of
reality.
In "The Gospel as the Prisoner and Liberator of Culture," Andrew F.

Walls (1982) adds a further dimension to this discussion. Examining the
history of Christianity, he maintains that with a casual observation a person
would get the impression that each period of Christian history appears to be
concerned with different things and even the concerns of one group appear
suspect or even repellent to another. Walls maintains that a need exists for
both the indigenizing principle and the pilgrim principle in planting an
indigenous church. According to Walls, the indigenizing principle takes
seriously the time and place of a particular cultural context. The pilgrim
principle is in tension with the indigenizing principle associating the target
people with things and people outside the culture. In other words, the
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pilgrim principle seriously looks to the wider Christian community to help
understand and define Christianity.
Missionary church planters desire to plant a gospel message that
meets felt needs and provides vibrant meaning for beliefs and practices.
They desire to plant a church that remains faithful to Biblical truth, Kingdom
values, and the gospel message. Additionally, they want to plant a church
that would welcome assistance from the wider Christian community to
understand and define Christianity. When missionaries contribute to the
planting of this type of church, the church becomes a place where indigenes
feel at home while at the same time outsiders feel welcomed and do not feel
like strangers in a foreign land with outsiders not recognizing any aspects of
the Christianity planted. In other words, the planting of an indigenous
church involves remaining faithful to Biblical truth [the culture of the Bible
(the supracultural)], connecting to't he wider Christian community [the otherculture] in order to understand and defme Christianity, and at the same
time addressing the deeper needs of a people as shaped by their cultural
context [the host community (in-culture)]. In the end, an indigenous
church becomes the best hedge against both syncretistic and superficial
forms of Christianity. An indigenous church becomes a church that remains
faithful to Biblical authority, learns from the wider Christian community,
and at the same time connects to its own culture yet does not get swallowed
up by its own culture.
In light of the above discussion, this study defines an indigenous
church as a collective group of Christian believers (1) who remain faithful to
Biblical truth, Kingdom values, and the gospel message, (2) who connect
with the wider Christian community in order to understand
Christianity, and (3) who adopt and adapt Christianity in such a way
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that Christianity fits into their cultural context, thus, penetrating the deeper
needs of life and impacting their worldview values and basic assumptions of
life.
Just like the first level of thought, this second level of thought - the
missiological level -

is an essential area of discussion for purposes of this

study. If this study is to discover and recommend appropriate church
planting missionary roles for Southern Baptist missionaries, then a
discussion of indigenous church and the process of indigenization deserve
attention. The first and second levels of thought, however, do not function
as the only variables in the missionary role. In any mission endeavor, the
challenge of actually implementing church planting comes into play. This
leads us to the third level of thought The Pragmatic Level -

the pragmatic level.

Missionary Role and Church Planting

An important instance in which the previous two challenges - the
ethnographic challenge (cultural context) and the missiological challenge
(indigenous church) -

converge occurs with the concept of "church

planting." Generally speaking, missiologists propose that missionaries can
implement three different models in church planting.
The "Sequential Steps" model in church planting. Several writers
recommend that missionaries adopt sequential steps in church planting (e.g.
Malphurs 1992:230-357; Chaney 1991:179-210; Wagner 1990:27-142;
Lewis 1992; Brock 1994: 151-194,262). For instance, in Planting Churches

Cross-Culturally, David Hesselgrave suggests ten sequential stages in
planting churches.
1. The Missionaries Commissioned
2. The Audience Contacted
3. The Gospel Communicated
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4. The Hearers Converted
5. The Believers Congregated
6. The Faith Confirmed
7. The Leaders Consecrated
8. The Believers Commended
9. The Relationships Continue
10. The Sending Church Convened (1980:93-321)
In Passing the Baton: Church Planting that Empowers, Tom A. Steffen
views five distinct stages for planting churches: (1) pre-entry, (2) preevangelism, (3) evangelism, (4) post-evangelism, and (5) phase-out (1993:58). Steffen' s model and Hesselgrave's model serve as useful tools for
missionaries. Nonetheless, they fall short in helping missionaries understand
their host community cultural context and also what an indigenous church
would look like in that host culture.
In Mission Work in Today's World: Insights and Outlook, J. Samuel

Hofman contends that in the process of cross-cultural church planting "the
role of the missionary changes quite drastically" (1993:145). He insists that
the missionary changes from being an evangelist to an educator and then to
an administrator.
Hofman suggests that these changing roles are actually conflicting
roles in the life of church planters. As church planters change from the role
of evangelism for which they are gifted to the role of an administrator they
face role conflict because they do not possess the needed gift of
administration. Hofman suggests that the opposite possibility can also
occur. He continues to affirm that "many a missionary was admired as an
evangelist, then appreciated as an educator, and subsequently resented as an
administrator" (1993: 146). Hofman concludes saying "Many missionaries
should avoid slipping into the roles of teacher and administrator"
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(1993: 147). Instead, they should open new work and move on to "new and
unreached fields" (1993: 147).
Hofman's discussion points out the need for church planters not to
assume that following specific sequential steps is necessarily the best
approach in a cross-cultural setting. His contention also reveals that church
planters need to recognize that role conflict can occur unless the missionary
understands the cultural context of the host community.
The "Extractionist" model of church planting. Van Rheenen
distinguishes the other two models of church planting: namely, the
extractionist model and identificational model. He contends that
missionaries with an extractionist model:
1. Assume that people are alike.
2. Seldom focus on specific audiences.
3. Almost invariably create national churches and institutions
dependent on the outside for support and guidance.
4. Require a high degree of indoctrination and a long period of
dependence. (1996:61-64)
He insists that "extractionist missionaries prefer that the local people
come to them to learn from them within their context," thus they "fail to
understand that nationals are forced to identify with" missionaries (1996:61).
In this model, the missionary transfers his own culture to the targeted

people instead of transferring the Christian faith. Wayne Dye points this out
when he contends that many indigenes learn to "dutifully 'confess' things
about which they feel no guilt" like smoking, drinking, polygamy, and
dancing. These indigenes then become Christians "without ever repenting of
the things which most trouble their consciences" (1976:28). They adhere to
Western Christian practices but fail to truly see the significance of
Christianity for their everyday life issues. More important, as the first model
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of church planting, this model fails at having a good understanding of the
local context, or as Kraft (1979a) refers to it, the other culture.
The "Identificational" model of church planting. Missiologists have
emphasized the need for an identificational model (Muldrow 1971; Reyburn
1960). Van Rheenen views missionaries with identification4 characteristics
as those having:
1. Compassion for intimate relationship with nationals.
2. Interpersonal rapport.
3. Mutual respect and sharing with nationals. (1996:64-69)
Donald Larson' s article emphasizes the need for a missionary to first
serve as a leamer, then a trader, and lastly as a storyteller (1978). His article
points out the need for missionaries to first adjust to the host community by
becoming a learner. As a leamer, the missionary will strive to know the
local context with all of its forms and expressions. 5
Vincent J. Donovan (1978), a Catholic priest ministering among the
Masai people in Tanzania, broke away from his traditional institutional
mission models. He did not utilize a sequential step model or an
extractionist model. Instead, he identified with the local people through
studying and knowing their cultural context.
According to Van Rheenen, the starting foundation for doing missions is
establishing a theological foundation of incarnational ministry and then moving
to the culture to represent Christ (1996: 137-138). The event of Jesus Christ
becoming human serves as the defining mark of incarnational ministry.
Through the incarnation event of Jesus Christ, the ultimate creator God became
an intimate God (John 1: 1,14). In doing so, God identified and empathized
with humankind (Hebrews 1:17,18; 4:15). An incarnational ministry begins
with following the example of Jesus Christ who "though he was rich, became
poor" (2 Corinthians 8:9).
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According to John, Jesus desired believers to represent God for all
humanity (John 20:2 1) and to empathize with others. Hence, Jesus never
intended incamational ministry to end with his life. Rather, Jesus desired
believers to identify with people and with the diversity in the world. John
paints this picture of diversity when he says,
After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one
could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing
before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white
robes and were holding palm branches in their hands. (Revelations 7:9)
Paul reinforces the need for incamational ministry when he emphasizes
believers to follow the example and attitude of Christ (Philippians 2:511). Paul also indicates that believers can bear suffering for others and assist in
God's redemptive purpose (Colossians 1:24; Philippians 3:10; 2 Corinthians
12:7). In 1 Corinthians 1-3, Paul portrays the incarnation as "foolishness" to
those who do not believe but it is precisely this kind of perceived "foolishness"
which is better than worldly wisdom. Paul's emphasis was to identify with the
people to whom he ministered. In 1 Corinthians 9:22, Paul shares how he
identified with people when he says, "To the weak I became weak, to win the
weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might
save some." To summarize this discussion on the identificational model of
church planting and the need for an incarnational ministry, Darrell Whiteman
insists on the following eight ingredients for incarnational ministry,
1. We start with people where they are, embedded in their culture and
this frequently requires downward mobility on our part.
2. We take their culture seriously, for this is the context in which life has
meaning for them.
3. We approach them as learners, as children, anxious to see the world
from their perspective.
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4. We are forced to be humble, for in their world of culture we have not
yet learned the acquired knowledge to interpret experience and
generate social behavior.
5. We must lay aside our own cultural ethnocentricism, our positions of
prestige and power.
6. We will be very vulnerable; our defenses will have to go, and we'll
have to rely more on the Holy Spirit than our own knowledge and
expenence.
7. We make every effort to identify with people where they are, by living
among them, loving them, and learning from them.
8. We discover, from the inside, how Christ is the Answer to the
questions they ask, and to their needs that they feel. (2003:33-34)
Although other factors beside missionary roles contribute to the
planting of an indigenous church among a particular people, Southern
Baptist missionaries would agree that they do not desire to cause the
planting of a non-indigenous church. Instead, they would insist that
appropriate church planting roles should encompass the "development of an
indigenous expression of Christianity" (Kietzman and Smalley 1957 :231).
In addition, Southern Baptist missionaries would more than likely insist that
they do not desire to face role conflict but would rather know their context
and the perceptions of the host community.
This study is built upon the above three levels of thought - the
ethnographic, the missiological, and the pragmatic -

which also serve as a

theoretical framework that will guide the direction of this study. Moreover,
the ethnographic level of thought serves as the backbone of research with the
missiological and pragmatic discussions serving as the core of implications
and principles to help missionaries discover roles that they should play
within the Chinese Malaysian cultural context. With the above theoretical
framework in mind, we are led to the questions that this study pursues.
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Questions to Pursue
To reiterate the statement of the problem, this study will discover and
recommend appropriate roles for Southern Baptist church planting
missionaries to play within the Chinese Malaysian cultural context in order
to contribute to the planting of an indigenous church. More specifically, this
study examines six subproblems. The first four subproblems relate to the
ethnographic level of thought. These first four subproblems ask: (1) What
are the political, historical, and cultural elements that comprise the complex,
multi-cultural context of Malaysia?, (2) Who are Chinese Malaysians, their
culture, and identity?, (3) What are the religious beliefs of Chinese
Malaysians?, and (4) How do Chinese Malaysians perceive Westerners,
Christians, and Western Christians? These first four subproblems delve into
the components of culture: what people have - material objects, what
people think -

ideas, values, attitudes, and what people do - behavior

patterns. More specifically, these first four subproblems seek to uncover the
culture of the Chinese in Malaysia and how Chinese Malaysians view
themselves and others. The last two subproblems relate to the missiological
and pragmatic levels respectively: (5) What missiological implications
derive from the ethnographic level of research?, and (6) What approaches
should missionaries have in planting a church in the Chinese Malaysian
context? Subproblem five looks into the missiological issues concerning the
planting of an indigenous church whereas subproblem six looks at pragmatic
ways in which missionaries can act and behave in the Chinese Malaysian
cultural context.
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Definitions, Assumptions, and Delimitations
In light of the stated problem, it is needful to define several terms,

state several assumptions, and set boundaries for this study.
Definitions
The following definitions established the frame of reference with
which I approached the stated problem:
Chinese Malaysians and Chinese -

refers to those people of Chinese

ethnic origin labeled Chinese by the Malaysian government.
Role - refers to the way people should act and behave in a culturally
and socially defined context.
Missionaries - refers to those church planting missionaries under
appointment with the International Mission Board of the
Southern Baptist Convention.
Indigenous Church - refers to a collective group of Chinese
Malaysian believers (1) who remain faithful to Biblical truth,
Kingdom values, and the gospel message, (2) who connect
with the wider Christian community in order to understand
Christianity, and (3) who adopt and adapt Christianity in such
a way that Christianity fits into their cultural context, thus,
penetrating the deeper needs of life and impacting their
worldview values and basic assumptions oflife.
Assumptions
At this point, I must make several statements of what I believe to be
facts but cannot verify in this study. I believe that cultural context should
determine Southern Baptist church planting missionary roles. I believe that
Southern Baptist missionaries playa significant role in planting churches.
Also, I believe that Southern Baptist missionaries can either influence or
hinder the process of planting an indigenous church. Lastly, the conclusions
of this study apply, I believe, at least to some degree, to missionaries
appointed in most situations across the globe.
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Delimitations and Boundaries of this Study
Though this study discusses other ethnic groups who reside in
Malaysia, this study only focuses upon Chinese Malaysians. As the study
will later reveal, this study focuses only upon those Chinese thus labeled
ethnic Chinese by the Malaysian government and those Chinese in Malaysia
who refer to themselves as Chinese.
This study does not intend to delineate the elements and exact
expressions of the Christian faith. That subject deserves attention in its own
right. However, this study does recognize the importance of such a study.
This study is not a critique of the International Mission Board, or its
personnel. It does not deal with other International Mission Board
missionary roles besides those involving the mission task of church planting.
Moreover, it only addresses International Mission Board church planters
who are predominantly male.
Research Methodology
This study utilizes an ethnographic research design. An ethnographic
research design grapples with the specific challenges in a cultural context.
Ethnographic research (Greek ethnos, race, peoples, and graphein, to write)
is the foundation of cultural anthropology. Literally, the word
"ethnography" means to write about people. An ethnographic research
technique attempts to answer the question "What is the culture of this
people?" (Leedy 1997: 156)
The Concept of Culture
Anthropologists have defined culture in numerous ways. Culture, as
used in this study, refers to "the acquired and shared knowledge that people
use to interpret experience and generate social behavior" (Spradley 1979:5).
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As previously mentioned, people derive knowledge from three components
of culture: (1) what people have - material objects, (2) what people think - ideas, values, attitudes, and (3) what people do - behavior patterns
(Ferraro 2001:22-26). In this sense, the focus is on people - how people
view themselves, how people relate to the world around them, and how
others view them. This study does just that - it focuses upon people both their collective identity and their individual identity.
The Development of Ethnographic Research
Ethnographic research is not new to the field of cultural anthropology.
Historically, it developed as a method offield study in the latter part of the
nineteenth century.6 People were investigating group dynamics (Engels
1892; Tocqueville 1966; Mayhew 1971). These early writers were
forerunners to the discipline of study now known as social or cultural
anthropology. With the influence of Bronislaw Malinowski, researchers
began to live among the people being studied, learn their language, and
observe their lives firsthand. Today, ethnographers use a variety of research
modes to write ethnographies.
Modes of Writing Ethnographic Research
The modes for writing ethnographies vary from being very descriptive
to giving the reader the impression that the person interviewed is speaking.
Generally speaking, ethnographers have used four modes.
Naturalistic mode. In the naturalistic mode 7, researchers give the
impression to the reader that they are observing the actual events or the
individual. Van Maanen provides the following description of the
naturalistic mode:
Basically, the narrator of the realist tales poses as an impersonal
conduit who unlike missionaries, administrators, journalists, or

30

unabashed members of the culture themselves, passes on more-or-Iess
objective data in a measured intellectual style that is uncontaminated
by personal bias, political goals, or moral judgments. (1988:47)
In this mode, the researcher strives for an emic or insider's approach.
Known as "participant observation" in anthropology, the emic approach is
more of a state of mind and attitude than it is a program or method. In 1800,
the French philosopher Joseph-Marie Degerando said,
The main object, therefore, that should today occupy the
attention and zeal of a truly philosophical traveler would be the
careful gathering of all means that might assist him to penetrate
the thought of the peoples among whom he would be situated,
and to account for the order of their actions and relationships ..
The fIrst means to proper knowledge of the Savages is to
become after a fashion like one of them. (1969:70)
Thus, ethnographic researchers attempt to enter a culture not merely as
detached observers of the lives and activities of the people under study but
as participants striving to become insiders among the people's community
and culture. 8 Writing from the point of view of a specialist in ethnosemantic
research, James Spradley (1979) presents a detailed treatise on participant
observation. Danny Jorgensen (1989) delineates the basic principles,
strategies, philosophy and methodology underlying the actual practice of
participant observation. Taking a thoroughly practical approach to the
methods of participant observation, Jorgensen illustrates these methods with
both classic and current research studies. In its most characteristic form, the
naturalistic mode paints a picture as though the researcher has participated,
overtly and covertly, in the people's lives for an extended period of time,
watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions -

all for

the sole purpose of throwing light on the research questions under study.
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Expository mode. In the expository mode, the researcher locates the
subject of study in an appropriate context and discusses implications that
come from the context. Said another way, the researcher looks for thick
descriptions in the culture. Clifford Geertz (1973 :3-30) coined the term
''thick description" in discussing the methodology for doing ethnographic
research. Thick descriptions present a coherent view of the culture and
strive toward understanding how people relate to one another and to their
surroundings. In other words, ethnographic research strives to understand
all aspects of a people group.
Complete ethnographies tell how members of a society live
from the time they are born until they die, the positions they
hold at different times in their lives, what they do in these
present positions and what the society prescribes that they
should do, what the systems of belief current in the culture are,
what kinds of choices in belief and behavior people have, in
which ceremonies they may take part and in what ways, their
art and bodily adornments, shelter, ways of making a living,
and how this society is related to those nearby. (Crane and
Angrosino 1992:2)
Confessional mode. In the confessional mode, researchers provide the
inside story to a situation. In some situations, these confessionals reflect a
form of biography.

In other situations, these confessionals take the form of

case studies. The anthropologist Clifford Geertz refers to this mode as the
"diary disease" (1988:90). This mode of writing ethnographies gives the
reader the impression that the person being interviewed is speaking. Hence,
this mode normally uses first person pronouns in the text.
Specially designed instruments. Today, many researchers use
surveys, opinionnaires, psychological tests, and other specially designed
instruments to write ethnographies. Marshall and Rossman (1995 :85)
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provide descriptions of nine categories of these specially designed
instruments. Surveys are one such example.
Surveys attempt to measure the feelings and beliefs of a group of
individuals. Through the use of questions, or by getting people's expressed
reaction to statements, a sample of their opinions is obtained. From this
statement of opinion, a researcher may infer or estimate the attitude of a
people - what they really believe. Often, surveys are combined with
interviews so that there is an opportunity to ask questions that might surface
from the survey and provide further explanation.
Data Collection Techniques Explained
No standard format exists in ethnographic research. Instead, the
format sometimes emerges as the researcher collects the data and begins
drawing conclusions. Martyn Hammersley contends,
The focus of the research is narrowed and sharpened, and perhaps
even changed substantially, as it proceeds. Similarly, and parallel,
theoretical ideas that frame descriptions and explanations of what is
observed are developed over the course of the research. (1998:9)
In addition to no standard format, ethnographies in many instances do

not begin with a set of hypotheses. As Hammersley maintains,
It is argued that if one approache$ a phenomenon with a set of
hypotheses one may fail to discover its true nature, being blinded by
the assumptions built into those hypotheses. Instead, one should
begin research with minimal assumptions so as to maximize one's
capacity for learning. It is for that reason that ethnographers rarely
begin their research with specific hypotheses. Rather, they have a
general interest in some type of social phenomena and/or in some
theoretical issue or practical problem. (1998:9)
Having no standard format and not beginning with a set of
hypotheses, ethnographic research often changes, transforms, or abandons
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original problems and subproblems (See, for instance Dollard 1957:1-2).
This often occurs because during the process of data collection the
researcher discovers that the original problem, known as a "foreshadowed
problem" (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995 :24-29), was either based on
erroneous assumptions or hypotheses and "given the current state of
knowledge, the problem is not soluble" (Hammersley and Atkinson
1995:30).
I originally intended to combine both an ethnographic and an ex post

facto (a historical cause and effect) research design in order to study not only
the cultural context but also how past missionary roles have either
influenced or hindered the planting of an indigenous church among the
Malaysian Baptist churches. However, during the process of data collection,
I discovered the subject matter to be too broad. Moreover, I discovered that
the original formulation of the problem was founded on erroneous
assumptions and hypotheses. Put another way, I discovered that a post hoc
fallacy existed - that is, because two factors go together, one factor must
have contributed to the existence of the other factor. In this case, the
original problem hypothesized that missionaries planting churches in the
past contributed to present day Malaysian Baptist churches looking more
like Western Christianity. In the process of interviewing missionaries and
Chinese Malaysian Baptists, I discovered that they made no distinctions
between an indigenous Christian faith and a Western Christian faith. Rather,
they viewed their practiced form as the Christian faith. Consequently,
during the process of data collection I discovered that the problem and its
hypothesis were not soluble and I decided to abandon the original problem
and subproblems.
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Although ethnographies usually have no standard format, do not begin
with a set of hypotheses, and transform or abandon original problems and
subproblems, anthropological studies generally speaking do incorporate the
following features:
1. People's behavior is studied in everyday contexts, rather than
under conditions created by the researcher, such as in experiments.
2. Data are gathered from a range of sources, but observation and/or
relatively informal conversations are usually the main ones.
3. The approach to data collection is unstructured, in the sense that it
does not involve following through a detailed plan set up at the
beginning, nor are the categories used for interpreting what people
say and do entirely pre-given or fIxed. This does not mean that the
research is unsystematic; simply that initially the data are collected
in as raw a form, and on as wide a front, as is feasible.
4. The focus is usually a small number of cases, perhaps a single
setting or group of people, of relatively small scale.
5. The analysis of the data involves interpretation of the meanings
and functions of human actions and mainly takes the form of
verbal descriptions and explanations, with quantification and
statistical analysis a subordinate role at most. (Hammersley 1998:
2)
Ethnographic research involves keeping fIeld notes from personal
observations, interviewing selected people, collecting pertinent artifacts such
as personal documents, offIcial documents, and objects (Leedy 1997: 161162), and conducting specially designed instruments. Today most
researchers use a combined approach in collecting the data. Moreover, the
final product of most ethnographic studies revolves around defInitions,
descriptions, and explanations (Hammersley 1998:46-50,80-101).
Consequently, ethnographic research is an effective way for entering a
new social system and culture, for understanding the culture of a people
group, and for knowing how to enter the cultural context under observation.
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Ethnographic research can offer working hypotheses, suggestions for further
inquiry, and recommendations for future encounters among a people. Thus,
ethnographic research provides a source of valuable data on how to relate,
interact, and behave among a particular people.
Criticisms and Limitations of Ethnographic Research
Even though ethnographic research provides invaluable data, some
have criticized its method. 9 For example, as Hammersley points out,
1. Ethnographic research suffers from a lack of precision as a result
of the absence of quantification.
2. Ethnographic observation and interviewing are subjective in the
sense that they are not guided by a structure (in the form of a
questionnaire or observational schedule) that would maximize the
chances that another observer or interviewer would produce similar
data.
3. By studying very small samples ethnographers produce [mdings
that are of little value because they are not generalisable.
4. By studying natural settings and only small samples ethnographers
rule out the possibility of physical and statistical control of
variables, and as a result they are not able to identify causal
relationships.
5. A key feature of science is the possibility of replication, of other
scientists checking the [mdings of an experiment by repeating it.
(1998: 10-13)
Sometimes ethnographic research does employ quantifiable
instruments. It also uses a technique known as triangulation -

comparing

data from different sources. It investigates cases in depth instead of in
breadth.
Nevertheless, ethnographic research does have certain limitations.
Even when knowledgeable, sensitive, fluent in the language and able to
move easily in an alien culture and environment, ethnographic researchers
still have their limits, and their analyses are always incomplete. This is
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primarily due to what is known as ethnocentrism or seeing other cultural
perspectives through the lenses of our cultural worldview. So, this study
recognizes that the discussions presented are clouded with imperfections and
sees the Chinese Malaysian through the lenses of a particular cultural
worldview.
The Power of Ethnographic Research
Though ethnographic research does have its critics and obviously has
limitations, there is power in ethnographic research. By focusing on
individual and group behaviors in their natural environment, ethnography
represents a long-neglected opportunity for missionaries. Ethnographic
methods allow missionaries to delve into the components of culture: that is,
what people have, how they think, and how they behave. It permits a more
holistic approach for missionaries offering insights into culture, beliefs,
language, and communication. Because ethnography concentrates "on-site,"
the natural locations where behavior takes place, these studies are well
suited for missionaries desiring to plant an indigenous church.
Above all, ethnography relies upon entering respondents' natural life
worlds - at home, while shopping, at leisure, and in the workplace. The
researcher essentially becomes a naive visitor in that world by engaging
respondents during realistic situations in the course of daily life. Thus,
ethnographic research takes place not in laboratories but in the real world.
Herein lies the power of ethnography.
The power of ethnography also rests upon the concept of culture. The
main task of ethnographic research is to watch but also to decode human
experience - to move from unstructured observations to discover the
underlying meanings; to understand feelings and intentions in order to
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deduce logical implications for strategic decisions. Cultural concepts
provide this foundation for analysis.
Our understanding of culture has benefited from Edward T. Hall
(1969) who has argued that often culture hides more than it reveals. Culture
exists deep within the core of our brains where it operates on the basis of
feelings, sensations, and emotions. Culture asserts itself most profoundly
when missionaries enter a new culture or even just travel from one country
to another or even between social classes and ethnic groups within a single
nation. Cultural practices feel right to a member of that culture and perhaps
a bit unusual to someone raised elsewhere. The missionaries' goal is to
transcend their own culture - but to do that they must first understand the
nature of culture and the role it plays in human affairs. The values that
people hold dear, their collective sense of self and their aspirations are
rooted in cultural learning. Moreover, the material components of culture
-

the tools and trappings used in daily life - have deep roots in these

ideational aspects. Additionally, humans are capable of continuous learning
and adaptation. They react not only to situations but also on the basis of
underlying meanings, expectations, symbol systems, etc. Culture change is
a constant of the human experience but we cannot predict its rate, direction,
or implicit mutability without intensive study.
Furthermore, cultures are not hidden in time, isolated, pure, and
unspoiled from outside influences. For, as Rynkiewich contends, cultures are
contingent, depending on "historical and present regional and global flows of
objects, images, ideas, and people" (2002:315). As a result, "the boundaries of
culture are fuzzy and porous" (Rynkiewich 2002:315). Thus, cultures are more
than just a bounded, self-generating, integrated, adaptive whole. People are
always constructing cultures from materials at hand and are always contesting
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how to defme reality in daily life (Rynkiewich 2002:315-316). As a result, a
need exists for ethnographic research to study both the collective identity and
the individual identity of a particular people's social identity.
In social anthropology, the concept of "identity" is used mostly in the
context of "ethnic identity." This study places emphasis on identity in terms
of a people's social identity, thus, stressing not simply to selfsameness but to
the sameness of the self with others, that is, to a consciousness of sharing
certain characteristics (a language, a culture, etc.) within a group. This
consciousness makes up a group's social identity. As such, the group
is identifiable with somewhat fuzzy and porous boundaries as a collective
body. At the same time, this study points to the contrastive aspects of
identity and thereby emphasizes the implicit condition of plurality, multiple
identities, and individual identity within the Malaysian context.
In this sense, studying a particular people's collective identity helps

identify the boundaries that makeup the people as a whole. While studying a
particular people's individual identity helps identify how people play more
than one role in a particular context. In other words, just as cultures are
always changing and never constant, people and the roles that they play their identities -

are always changing and never constant. Therefore,

ethnographies become powerful pictures of how people within a particular
cultural context presently view themselves in relation to their surrounding
world. Moreover, ethnographies become an invaluable tool to learn both the
collective identity and the individual identity of a particular people's social
identity.
With the above in mind, ethnographic research enlarges a person's
appreciation of a cultural context. Context operates on several levels - the
immediate physical and situational surroundings, as well as language,
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character, culture, practiced beliefs, and history which all provide a basis for
the meaning and significance attached to roles and behaviors. This is the
power of ethnographic research. It helps one discover how to act and
behave within a cultural context. In other words, it helps one to learn
appropriate roles to play within a particular socio-cultural context.

In summary, ethnographic research consists of four parameters,
namely: (1) it examines a small number of subjects in their own
environment, (2) it attempts to present a detailed understanding of the
circumstances of the groups observed, (3) it is both descriptive and
interpretive, and (4) it is done through participation in the regular activities
of the group under study, and such involvement is seen as a source of
richness.
Data Collected
This study collected data from participant observation, interviews,
published documents, and a survey of Chinese Malaysian perceptions.
Participant Observation
F or fifteen years, I have lived among Chinese Malaysians, observing
and learning about their culture, beliefs, and language. During the fifteen
years, I have conducted hundreds of informal interviews with Chinese
Malaysians in temples, marketplaces, homes, along road-sides, street-side
coffee shops, and shopping centers. These informal interviews have ranged
from brief, about five minutes in length, to longer, about one hour in length.
I have visited each place mentioned in the study.
Interviews
For purposes of this study, I conducted in-depth unstructured
interviews with 25 Chinese Malaysians about their culture, beliefs, and who
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they are as Chinese Malaysians. The following table provides a summary of
those people interviewed by gender and age range:
Table 1. Breakdown by Age and Gender of Chinese Interviewed
AGE

kULE

FEkULE

Below 25

1

2

25-50

7

6

50 and Above

5

4

All interviews were conducted in English with English speaking
Chinese Malaysians and in Mandarin with Chinese speaking Chinese
Malaysians. All of the interviews were conducted in Northwest Peninsular
Malaysia in several different towns and cities. I did not know the vast
majority of the people beyond the interviews conducted. Moreover, the
interviews were conducted with the majority of the people being nonChristians.
As I visited temples, marketplaces, and shopping complexes, I
interviewed people. In the process, 25 people agreed to more in-depth
interviews and so I interviewed them in their homes and work places. These
in-depth interviews ranged in length from two to five hours, which for some
interviews required more than one visit to the person's home or workplace.
In the context of the interviews and among Chinese Malaysians, an
interview schedule would not have been appropriate. Not only would
Chinese Malaysians have felt uncomfortable with an interview schedule, it
would have been difficult to keep the conversations focused upon the
specific questions in an interview schedule. Nevertheless, questions asked
in the interview process revolved around two main categories: (1) Being
Chinese in Malaysia, and (2) Chinese religious beliefs and practices.
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The first category -

being Chinese in Malaysia -

sought answers to

what it means to be Chinese in Malaysia and how the interviewees perceived
their Chinese culture. It sought answers to what symbolic forms constitute
Chinese culture. As examples, questions such as the following were asked:
(1) What is Chinese culture?, (2) What does it mean to be Chinese and live
in Malaysia?, and (3) How does somebody know they're Chinese?
The second category -

Chinese religious beliefs and practices -

looked for the meanings of interviewees' religious beliefs and practices. I
did not phrase questions that directly asked interviewees their religious
beliefs and practices. Instead, I asked questions based on what I saw in their
house and at their workplace. In addition, I asked them to explain the
meaning of those things I saw and what benefit they would receive by either
showing respect to the god or using the object in their worship. Moreover, I
asked them to explain how they would go about attaining such a benefit.
In the process of interviews, several people allowed the recording of
their detailed life history. These people provided detailed information
concerning how they perceived themselves as Chinese and their religious
beliefs. Three of these life history accounts are recorded in this study.
In Chapters 4 and 5, we will hear the voices of these 25 people
interviewed. Their voices and comments are interspersed throughout both of
these chapters. We will hear their perspective on what it means to be
Chinese in Malaysia, what they deem important in life, and what they
believe. In addition, we will hear the life histories of three people -

a

Teochew-speaking Chinese man, an English-speaking professional
businesswoman, and a Chinese medium. The following table provides a
summary of people interviewed by gender, vocation and age range:
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Table 2. Breakdown by Gender, Vocation, and Age of Chinese Interviewed
GENDER

VOCATION

AGE

Male

Christian Worker

25-50

Female

Beautician

25-50

Male

Bank Administrator

25-50

Male

College Student

Below 25

Male

Cook

Above 50

Female

Clerk

25-50

Female

Office Assistant

25-50

Female

Secretary

25-50

Male

Christian Worker

Above 50

Female

Teacher

25-50

Male

Factory Worker

25-50

Male

Barber

25-50

Male

Businessman

25-50

Female

Student

Below 25

Male

Trader

25-50

Male

Printer

Above 50

Female

Businesswoman

25-50

Male

Medium

Above 50

Female

Housewife

Below 25

Male

Marketing Executive

25-50

Female

Helper in a Temple

Above 50

Female

Owner of a Temple

Above 50

Female

Helper in a Temple

Above 50

Female

Housewife

Above 50

Male

Businessman

Above 50

An important question the foregoing may raise is whether the fifteen
years of observation, informal interviews, plus the 25 people interviewed

43

can really represent the Chinese Malaysian culture. I argue that they can.
The observations and the people interviewed were often among the
grassroots people in the society. Some were well educated and
economically well off while others had very little education and were
economically less well off.
Published Documents
In addition to participant observation and interviews with Chinese
Malaysians, the data collected derives from published documents that depict
certain aspects of the Malaysian cultural context. Almost every Malaysian
bookstore provides a wealth of literature on Malaysia, the Malaysian
Chinese culture, religious beliefs, and languages. Over fifteen years, I have
purchased many of these books for my personal library. Other sources
included reports, government data, census reports, books, and journal and
periodical articles.
Survey of Chinese Malaysian Perceptions
A survey (See Appendix A) of Chinese Malaysian perceptions was
also conducted for this study and the responses were analyzed in order to
understand how Chinese Malaysians perceive Westerners, Christians, and
Western Christians. The survey was conducted in three geographical
regions of peninsular Malaysia [Penang Island (also known as Georgetown),
Sungai Patani, and Kuala Terengganu]. These three regions were chosen
because the Chinese Malaysians residing in these three regions have
different degrees of contact with Westerners. One of the major sources of
income for the Penang Island region revolves around its tourist industry.
Therefore, Chinese Malaysians residing on Penang Island often come in
contact with Westerners. The Sungai Patani region is secluded from the
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major tourist industry of Malaysia. Predominantly securing their income as
factory workers, Chinese Malaysians of the Sungai Patani region have very
little and perhaps no contact with Westerners. The Chinese Malaysians in
Kuala Terengganu reside in a predominantly Islamic area and have very
little contact with Westerners. Therefore, these three regions add different
contributions to understanding the perceptions of the non-Christian Chinese
toward Christianity and the Westerner.
The Chinese Malaysian population of these three regions exceeds one
hundred thousand. Leedy suggests that for populations exceeding a "certain
point (about N = 5000), the population size is almost irrelevant and a sample
size of 400 will be adequate" (1997:211). This study used an opportunistic
sampling method targeting 150 people for each geographical region.
To assist in conducting the survey, two local Christian Chinese were
employed who are experienced in ethnography but not survey work. Prior to
data collection, both interviewers were trained by the researcher for four

hours one morning. The survey was explained, and then both interviewers
practiced administering the survey. They also received instructions to stop
surveying after 150 people. By employing Chinese Malaysians, those
responding divulged opinions and perceptions that they otherwise would
have excluded if Western missionaries conducted the survey. The local
Chinese orally conducted the survey in temples, on streets, etc. The survey
form was used as survey schedule and they recorded in a small notebook
their findings. This was an effort to make the survey process as friendly and
relaxed as possible with interviewees. Moreover, those conducting the
survey left room for responses as further questions arose during the process
of the interview.
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Analysis of the Collected Data
As seen above, this study used a combination of all four modes naturalistic, expository, confessional, and specially designed instrumentsto analyze and write the ethnography section of this study. As Hammersley
and Atkinson insist,
In ethnography the analysis of data is not a distinct stage of the
research. In many ways, it begins in the pre-fieldwork phase, in the
formulation and clarification of the research problems, and continues
to the process of writing, reports, articles, and books. (1995 :205)
This study began with hunches, general formulations of a problem, and then
led through the collection of the data to more refined and specific problems
probing to discover the real Chinese Malaysian. It was a process that lasted
several years. Nevertheless, the following best describes how the data
collected was analyzed.
Analysis of the survey data began with simple descriptive statistics,
including the tallying of frequency of responses and converting those tallies
to percentages for comparison purposes. After tabulating the fmdings, a
narrative discussion was written concerning the results and supplemented
with comments made during the process of the informal interviews. After
tallying the responses and writing the narrative discussion, the researcher
consulted a person trained in statistical analysis in order to perform further
analysis of the collected data. To test the hypothesis that increased contact
with Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians results in higher levels
of comfort, it was decided that two additional tests be administered.
The fITst test used, a t-test, sought to tell if there is any significant
difference between the three locations surveyed. A table was created that
shows the means of each location. Some differences can be observed from
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looking at the means. The t-test verifies or discredits whether those
observed differences are significant or not. If a pair of means are
significantly different then the observed average is different. If the pair of
means are not significantly different, then the observed average is not
significantly different. From the tabulated means, t-tests were computed
comparing the three locations surveyed. The means and t-test results were
then entered into a computer program (Stats 1.1). This computer program
generated the probable percentage of differences between each location.
The second test, a chi-square test, is similar to the t-test. However,
instead oflooking at the means of the three locations surveyed, the chisquare compares the frequencies of responses and determines if the
frequency of responses differ significantly or not. Those chi-square results
were then entered into a computer program (Stats 1.1). This computer
program generated the probable percentage that the responses differ
significantly.
For the chi-sqaure and t-test, the consulted person conducted the
analysis and provided the results to the researcher. From the provided
results, two tables were created to reveal the probable percentage of
differences between the locations and the probable percentage of differences
between frequency of responses. Both tables are included in this study.
Other discriminatory statistical procedures utilizing demographic data
(gender, age, and language) from the survey were made unviable due to
survey collection error. Interviewers failed to consistently collect the
demographic data in the survey form. However, interviewers attempted to
correct the error after the survey was conducted. Consequently, only
estimates of gender, age, and language were used in describing the
population sampled. This study includes tables presenting these estimates.
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F or analyzing the collected data, I used the books and magazines that
I read to place the particular voices of the interviewed people and the results
of the survey within the larger cultural context. While at the same time, the
voices of the 25 people and the results of the survey gave the cultural
discourse a particular embodiment in real people. Books, articles, and
magazines show that these people are not merely idiosyncratic, but reflect
larger cultural currents. Chapters 4 and 5 have quotations from many of the
people interviewed, interspersed with quotations from scholarly books,
articles, and magazines.
Hours of research were condensed into a scant few pages of text. In
the process, this study has tried to present the essence of what Chinese
Malaysians said in a way that is sympathetic to their accounts and in a way
that enables the reader to comprehend their narratives in as clear a way as
possible. However, editing of their accounts might not exactly correspond
with how they themselves might edit their accounts and lives for print.
Limitations
Inferring attitude from expressed opinion has certain limitations.
People may conceal their attitudes and only express socially acceptable
opinions. Furthermore, they may not know how they feel about a social
issue. Consequently, they may not accurately predict their attitude or
behavior.
Interviews and surveys are never transparent windows into people's
minds. All interviews and surveys are in some sense performances. We tell
ourselves in different ways to different people, in accordance with who we
think they are and how we want them to see us. In addition, the behavior of
individuals in groups and societies is a dynamic process of complex
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interactions. It consists of more than a set of facts , statistics, or even discrete
incidents.
In addition to the above limitations in collecting the data, several
personal characteristics -

age, gender, and ethnic origin -

are limitations

to the study. As Hammersley and Atkinson contend, "age and its associated
features can also affect the way people react to the researcher, along with
what he or she is and is not allowed to do" (1995 :98). Having the status of a
foreigner also set limits and posed problems. In the process of collecting the
data, people interviewed naturally cast upon me certain identities on the
basis of ascribed characteristics.
In the analysis of the collected data, the descriptions presented are

selective. As Hammersley and Atkinson point out, "it is not possible to give
an exhaustive account of any object. In producing descriptions we always
rely on criteria for selection and inference" (1995 :41). In the course of the
research, I focused on some aspects of phenomena and omitted others. As a
result, in any ethnographic research there are always multiple accounts of
any situation (e.g. belief practices).
Although the above limitations exist in any ethnographic research, the
conclusions of this dissertation are not based on just personal experience and
private opinion. But rather, the conclusions derive inductively on the basis of
letting the voices of Chinese Malaysians through interviews speak for
themselves, drawing out what other researchers have concluded concerning
Chinese Malaysians, comparing and analyzing cultural patterns that emerged in
the course of the research, and conducting a survey of 450 Chinese Malaysians
and submitting the results based on reliable quantitative statistical tests.
Therefore, I adopted certain practices in order to give confidence in what I
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objectively discovered and concluded and to overcome the above stated
limitations.
Direction of the Study
As previously mentioned, the overall aim of this study is to discover
and recommend appropriate roles for Southern Baptist church planting
missionaries to play within the Chinese Malaysian cultural context in order
to contribute to the planting of an indigenous church. In order to accomplish
the overall goal and to address all three levels of thought (the ethnographic,
missiological, and pragmatic), this study is divided into two parts.
Part One, Chapters 2 through 6, delves into the context of Malaysia
among the Chinese people. Chapter 2 begins with an overview of Malaysia
considering the complexities and contrasts that have shaped the Chinese
Malaysian. Chapter 3 examines Chinese culture, specifically looking for
cultural patterns. Presenting the [mdings of the participant observation and
the 25 interviews, Chapters 4 goes a step further by framing major issues
that continue to shape and preserve Chinese Malaysians. In other words,
Chapter 4 paints a picture of the true Chinese Malaysian identity. Also
drawing from participant observation and the 25 interviews, Chapter 5 looks
into Chinese religion, highlighting its pluralistic nature. Chapter 6
summarizes the findings of the survey and addresses Chinese Malaysian
perceptions of Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians.
Part Two, Chapters 7 and 8, correlates the research findings of
Chapters 2 through 6. Chapter 7 deduces several missiological principles
from Chapters 2 to 6 to guide Southern Baptist missionaries to discover
appropriate roles to play within the Chinese Malaysian cultural context.
Chapter 8 draws the study to a close, proposing pragmatic roles that
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Southern Baptist church planting missionaries should play in order to plant
an indigenous church.
Summary
This chapter has set the stage for the chapters that follow. It spelled
out how this study of the cultural context of Malaysia and Chinese
Malaysians will discover and recommend appropriate roles for Southern
Baptist missionaries to play in order to plant an indigenous church among
Chinese Malaysians. Drawing from the related literature of role concepts
and missionary role in relation to the variables of cultural context,
indigenous church, and church planting, it laid a theoretical framework that
will help in understanding the data that emerges. Finally, it delineated the
ethnographic research design used, revealing how the study is organized.
The major problem that this study has researched is that of
discovering appropriate roles for Southern Baptist church planting
missionaries. This major problem is subdivided into six subproblems: (l)
the political, historical, and cultural elements that comprise the complex,
multi-cultural context of Malaysia, (2) Chinese Malaysian culture and
identity, (3) Chinese Malaysian religion, (4) the perceptions of Chinese
Malaysians toward Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians, (5)
missiological implications related to indigenous church, and (6) practical
approaches for Southern Baptist missionaries to plant churches. This study
is relevant to missiology because it examines theoretical principles
concerning cultural context, indigenous church, and church planting in
relation to missionary role. It also sheds light for present and future
missionaries to evaluate the roles that they play.
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The two stories shared at the beginning of this introduction reveal that
Southern Baptist missionaries play different roles in influencing change and
planting churches. Hence, this study yields certain lessons, not the least is
the vital importance of having a clear understanding of missionary roles in
planting of an indigenous church among Chinese Malaysians.
First-term missionaries sometimes struggle to find the roles they will
play in church planting. This study anticipates assisting first term
missionaries to avoid the pitfalls of following unacceptable roles with the
hope of pointing them to appropriate roles for beginning their task.
The missionary pilgrimage never ends. It is a lifelong process of
learning and growing. Just as new missionaries need handles for
effectiveness, experienced missionaries constantly need to sharpen their
skills for greater effectiveness in service and learn how to pass on what they
have learned to other missionaries. This study envisions encouraging
experienced missionaries to reevaluate their current roles.
What if we never knew how Southern Baptist church planting
missionaries can encourage the planting of an indigenous church among
Chinese Malaysians? Southern Baptist missionaries would never be able to
identify what roles they should play to encourage the establishment of an
indigenous Chinese Malaysian church. Therefore, this study provides both
new and experienced missionaries with an opportunity to examine the roles
that they play.
This study in no way condemns past practices nor discredits
contributions of Southern Baptist missionaries. On the contrary, this study
suggests that earlier generations worked within a specific cultural context.
Its sole purpose is to equip present and future missionaries. It helps present
and future missionaries to evaluate the fads that have appeared on the
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mission scene only to be discarded. Lastly, it may help present and future
missionaries to avoid jumping so quickly on new "bandwagon" schemes that
are often old ideas that have been previously tried and replaced by
something else.
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Notes for Chapter 1
1. In Ministering Cross-Culturally, Sherwood G. Lingenfelter and
Marvin K Mayers (1986) discuss the tension and conflict that missionaries
face. This tension or role conflict is the result of missionaries
misinterpreting local cultural understandings in (1) event versus person
orientations, (2) holistic versus achievement focuses, and (3) concealment
versus willingness to expose vulnerability orientations. In a real sense, the
tension or role conflict is the result of misinterpreting local context and not
having a thorough understanding of the culture.
2. For further discussion on the subject of change agents see: Homer
G. Barnett's Innovation: The Basis of Cultural Change (1953), Fredrik
Barth' s 1969 article "Ambiguity and Innovation: Implications for the
Genesis of a Culture-Broker" in American Anthropologist (71 :205-217), and
Jacob A. Loewen's Culture and Human Values : Christian Intervention in
Anthropological Perspective (1975).
3. For further reading on globalization and its effect on the cultures of
the world see: Benjamin Barber's Jihad vs. McWorld: How Globalism and
Tribalism are Reshaping the World (1996), Michael Featherstone's Global
Culture: Nationalism, Globalization, and Identity (1990), Joel Kahn's
Culture, Multiculture, and Postculture (1995), and Marshall McLuhan and
Bruce P. Powers' The Global Village: Transformations in World Life and
Media in the 21 st Century (1989).
4. For further reading on the identification role see William D.
Reyburn (1960).
5. For a detailed outline of questions that a missionary could use in
getting to know the local context, see Jacob A. Loewen's article
"Missionaries and Anthropologists Cooperate in Research" (1965).
6. For discussions on the historical development of ethnographic
research see: Wax (1971), Stocking (1996), and Vidich and Lyman (1995).
7. In the naturalistic mode, researchers assert that the social world
should be studied in its natural state, undisturbed by the researcher. The
primary aim is to describe what happens in a particular setting or how people
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involved in a particular setting view their actions. In Matza's words,
naturalism is ''the philosophical view that remains true to the nature of the
phenomenon under study" (1969: 5). For further discussions on the
naturalistic mode, see Lofland (1967), Blumer (1969), Matza (1969), Denzin
(1971), Schatzman and Strauss (1973), and Guba (1978).
8. Most anthropologists insist that understanding a culture does not
require the ethnographer being a full participant in the community. Indeed,
most assert that objectivity is lost when one does become totally integrated
into the cultural context (See Hammersley 1998). Thus, it is necessary for
the ethnographer to have both an insider and outsider approach.
9. It is not the intent of this study to list all of the criticisms of
ethnographic research. For fuller accounts of some criticisms see Black
(1993), Bryman (1988), and Hammersley (1992).

PART ONE

THE ETHNOGRAPHIC LEVEL
OF THE CHINESE MALAYSIAN CONTEXT
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INTRODUCTION TO PART ONE
For many, the fascination of Malaysia is due to its abundance of
elaborate and divergent cultural forms. As a crossroad between two major
Asian civilizations, namely the Indian and the Chinese, Malaysia has been
greatly influenced by both. Also, others traveled through Malaysia and
exerted influence, whether they were Sri Lankan Buddhist monks, Chinese
pilgrims, Muslim merchants, or Western colonizers. All of them left traces.
Hence, all of the great religions are represented: Hinduism flourishes among
the Indian people, while the Malay people profess Islam. In addition,
Chinese civilization within Malaysia is alive and well with its various
syncretistic forms of Buddhism, Taoism, animism, and ancestor worship.
Sydney Waldron (1996) describes the influences of a walled city in
Ethiopia upon the people within the walled city and the people outside the
city. He insists that the integrity of the walled city comes from an
appreciation of the internal social solidarity and citizenship of the city's
society. Describing several symbols of identity, he contends that the people
of the walled city have held to their identity by defining limits for the types
of interactions permitted with the members of other ethnic groups.
Waldron's description of an Ethiopian city reflects the Malaysian
situation. Many symbolic forms have reinforced cultural self-awareness,
self-identity, and ethnicity within Malaysia. Some symbolic forms are less
obvious while others, such as language and religion, have reinforced the
complexity that exists within Malaysia.
As previously mentioned, the host community is an important factor,
if not the most important factor, in determining what role the missionary
plays. With the previous statement in mind, the next five chapters provide
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insight into the treasure trove of cultural diversity by delving into the
complex culture and context that church planters face within Malaysia. All
five chapters examine the unique features of the Malaysian context, with
special emphasis given to important social, economic, religious, and cultural
factors related to the Chinese populace, their culture, their identity, their
religious beliefs, and how they view others.

CHAPTER 2
The Complexity of the Malaysian Context
and Chinese Malaysian Identity
Malaysia -

home of the world's two tallest skyscrapers and the

original "Survivor" TV series -

is a land of diversity, natural beauty, and

great spiritual need. With its marvelous blend of West and East and a
variety of ethnic groups that merge together as "Malaysians," Malaysia
advertises itself as one of the premier tourist stops in the Orient. To the eyes
of the tourist, one of the most dramatic surprises is the multi-cultural, multireligious, multi-ethnic richness found throughout the country.
Malaysia has long been a unique "dream come true" for
anthropologists because of its fascinating multi-cultural, multi-lingual,
multi-religious, and multi-ethnic composition. What is Malaysia like? Who
are the people of Malaysia? What factors have shaped and influenced the
Chinese people in Malaysia? These are some of the questions discussed in
this chapter.
We begin with a brief discussion on some important general
information. It next moves to discuss some important socioeconomic
changes and contrasts in Malaysia. It considers the diverse population and
ethnic groups in Malaysia. The chapter then proceeds to take a concise look
at the historical and political situation with a special emphasis on how the
majority people group, the Malay, resolve to establish an Islamic state. The
chapter concludes with a succinct discussion on Chinese ethnicity and
identity, proposing that Chinese Malaysians have a unique national identity.
A careful attempt is made to go a step beyond mere data and deal with the
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effects of these facts on the Chinese people of Malaysia; hence, the study
has required numerous sources from the behavioral sciences.
General Information
Located in the tropics, Malaysia straddles the South China Sea.
Peninsular Malaysia, divided into a total of eleven states I, is at the tip of
mainland Southeast Asia while the states of Sabah and Sarawak are on the
island of Borneo.
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Figure 1. Map of Malaysia
The land area of Malaysia measures "an area of some 129,000 square miles,
more than twice the size of Florida" (Milne and Mauzy 1986:2). Although
relatively small, the land allows one to enjoy beautiful beaches and idyllic
islands, and the world's oldest rainforests, with a diversity of flora and fauna
that is truly astounding.
The physical environment unfolds as diverse as the cultures and
peoples. Though the climate is tropical, temperatures in the lowlands are hot
and humid while temperatures in the highlands range from mild to cool. The
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air quality ranges from very clear to moderately polluted to hazy/ filled with
smoke. Oil palm and rubber plantations interspersed with thick rainforests
comprise the rural areas. Concrete and open sewage drains fill the towns,
cities, and urban areas. Seashore areas are abundant with fishing
opportunities. Rice, tropical fruits, and other vegetable products grow in
abundance in the lowland areas. Bigger cities and urban areas are crowded
with a variety of vehicles, whereas rural towns rarely ever suffer from traffic
jams. Access to the many people and places range from major interstate-like
highways to small dirt trails to accessibility only by boat. Many crossroads
intersect the cities and urban areas, allowing for a variety of entrances and
exits. Rural towns usually have only a few crossroads, allowing for only a
few channels of access and exiting.
Socio-Economic Changes
Though Malaysia is rich in natural color and beauty, the effects of
westernization, modernization, industrialization, and urbanization have
changed many places in Malaysia, creating contrasts throughout the country.
Rainforests3 have disappeared at an alarming rate, with golf courses taking
their place. Western owned hotels and resorts4 have crowded many of the
5

beautiful beaches and idyllic islands. Western fast food restaurants have
become popular eateries and hang-outs for youth, students, and young adults
while at the same time hawker stalls (street-side vendors) continue offering a
rich variety of renowned cuisines from the Chinese, Malay, Indian, Thai, or
Baba-Nyonya people. Modem shopping malls are not an uncommon sight
in most large cities with night markets selling similar items and articles on
the street. Standing beside traditional kampong (village) housing and
squatter dwellings, modem high rise condominiums and apartments have
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shot up in many cities (e.g. Penang, Johor Bahru, and Kuala Lumpur). In
these same westernized and modem cities, people dress in Western style
clothing and executive suits and then the same people dress in traditional
clothes during festival times.
Hi-tech telecommunications have come to Malaysia. Cell phones are
in evidence everywhere. It is not uncommon to see one person driving a
Mercedes Benz and another person riding a motorcycle with both talking to
someone on their cell phones. Even in small towns, internet cafes have
sprung up with many people having e-mail and internet access. "Industry
sources close to TMNet say they are registering close to 300 new subscribers
a day" (Bociurkiw 1997). Boasting of becoming a paperless city, Putrajaya,
an administrative city fifty kilometers south of the capital Kuala Lumpur,
was built as a Multimedia Super Corridor with broadband access to the
internet. Even in small towns, travelers with USA bank cards using the
Cirrus and Plus systems can easily communicate with their USA bank to
withdraw cash. On the other end of the spectrum, some areas of Malaysia
do not even have access to telephones and village towns will often share one
public phone among all of the people. In even more remote areas, cell
phones are often the only means of keeping in touch with the outside world.
In Malaysia, the socioeconomic changes associated with
westernization, 6 modernization, industrialization, and expanding urban
populations have frequently created nostalgia for the village life left behind.
Normally located in the interior areas, village cultures are often believed to
reflect more traditional and conservative values (Milne and Mauzy 1986:65).
"In Peninsular Malaysia, approximately 65 percent of the population is

defmed as rural, with a slightly higher percentage in Sabah and Sarawak"
(Milne and Mauzy 1986:65). Traditional housing and architecture still
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thrive in the rural kampong (village) areas. Access to Western restaurants
and hotels is limited in rural areas with indigenous food taking precedence.
Media is also diverse in its broadcasting. Two of Malaysia's
television channels are government owned, broadcasting in the Malay
language. A third television channel is commercially owned, showing
English language news and documentaries, Chinese kungfu, and Chinese,
Tamil, British, and American films and sitcoms. Malaysia has one satellite
television service, Astro, with about forty channels carrying movies,
documentaries, sports, sitcoms, and the like in many languages and produced
in many countries.
With the above discussion in mind, Malaysia is a land full of socioeconomic changes characterized by many contrasts. It is often characterized
as a melting pot of diversity and complexity. The bigger contrasts are seen
in the many ethnic groups and clusters living throughout Malaysia.
Diverse Populations
Before proceeding, it is necessary to make a distinction between
ethnic groups and ethnic clusters. Max Weber gives the earliest
comprehensive sociological definition of ethnic groups, which he defines as,
those human groups that entertain a subjective belief in their common
descent because of similarities of physical type or of customs or both,
or because of memories of colonization and migration; this belief
must be important for the propagation of group formation; conversely,
it does not matter whether or not an objective blood relationship
exists. (Weber 1968:389)
Weber's discussion on ethnic groups has influenced later scholars, including
Fredrik Barth (1969), Charles Keyes (1976), and Richard Jenkins (1997).
What is significant in Weber's defmition is his emphasis on the idea of
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sUbjective belief and historical factors. In the past few years, mission
organizations have begun using the term "people groups" for ethnic groups.
Probably the most significant unified effort to define a "people group" came
in March, 1982, as a result of the work of the Lausanne Strategy Working
Group. This meeting defmed a "people group" as
a significantly large grouping of individuals who perceive
themselves to have a common affmity for one another because
of their shared language, religion, ethnicity, residence,
occupation, class or caste, situation, etc. or combinations of
these. [It is] the largest group within which the gospel can
spread as a church planting movement without encountering
barriers of understanding or acceptance. (Winter 1989:12)
For purposes of simplicity, this study uses the term "ethnic group"
instead of "people group." Moreover, this study defmes "ethnic group" as
human populations that entertain a subjective belief in their being one
people. The term "ethnic cluster" refers to those ethnic groups that, for the
convenience of outsiders, are considered one people, but are a combination
of more than one ethnic group.
The population of Malaysia numbers over twenty-three million.
Despite that there are over two hundred ethnic groups in Malaysia, writers
(e.g. de Ledesma 2000; Rowthorn 2001; Moore 1998b) have normally
categorized the population into the following five ethnic clusters: (1) the
Malays, (2) the Chinese, (3) the Indians, (4) the Indigenous People, and (5)
Other Minorities. As a result, the population is quite diverse. The
population and overall percentage of each ethnic cluster is represented in the
following table:
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Table 3. Population Breakdown by Ethnic Cluster
(Department of Statistics, Malaysia 2000)

Ethnic Cluster
Mala~

Chinese
Indian
Indigenous
Others
TOTAL

Population
13,514,300
5,654,800
1,603,200
2,130,179
732,200
23,634,679

0/0 of Population

57.l8%
23.93%
6.78%
9.01%
3.10%

NOTE: Statistical reports use the above order for the ethnic clusters.

The Malay Ethnic Cluster
As the majority people in the country, Malays are afforded a special
citizen status as bumiputera, meaning "sons of the soil." Bumiputera is the
designation provided by the government that includes the Malays and the
indigenous peoples. Malays live in both the rural and urban areas. In recent
years, the number of Malays in the urban areas has grown. Rowthorn
(2001 :36) alleges that Malays possess the political power while the Chinese
control the economic arena. However, government plans are in place so that
the Malay majority will control the economic sphere as well. Later in this
chapter, a lengthier discussion will take place concerning the Malay people
and how government plans have purposely favored the Malay people.
The Chinese Ethnic Cluster
Although some Chinese people lived in Malaysia as early as the
fifteenth century, the majority of Chinese people migrated to Malaysia
during the nineteenth century. Scattered throughout the country and without
bumiputera status, they live in both the rural and the urban areas with
different standards of living and in enclaves both easy and difficult to access.
In Chapter 3 of this study, we will look more in depth at the Chinese of
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Malaysia.
The Indian Ethnic Cluster
Though Indians have resided in Malaysia for over two thousand years,
large waves of Indian migrations did not occur until British colonialists
contracted them to work on plantations, railways, and the
telecommunications works during the nineteenth century. Today Indians
reside both in the rural and urban areas. Most Indians adhere to Hinduism as
a religious belief, speak a language known as Tamil, and work in the rubber
plantations of the rural areas. Although they only number a little over 1.6
million, their impact in the country is felt everywhere. A few of the Indian
ethnic groups include the Tamils, Malayalis, Punjabis, Gujeratis, Telugus,
and Bengalis. One way the Indians have influenced the Chinese is that
many Malaysian Chinese now eat rich curries and have tasted the well
known Indian bread dish known as roti canai or roti prata. The dish is so
popular that some Chinese hawkers sell the delicacy.
Another way Indians have influenced the Chinese is through the
Indian festivals. The Indian's two most important festivals, Thaipusam and
Deepavali, leave deep impressions on the minds of people. For instance,
during the festival of Thaipusam, Hindu devotees honor one of their many
gods, Lord Supramaniam, by making a pilgrimage to their holy temples.
They carry kavadis ( heavy metal frames decorated with peacock feathers,
fruit and flowers) with hooks piercing their bodies while other devotees
pierce their tongues and cheeks with skewers. Annually, some Chinese
participate in Thaipusam, piercing their bodies with hooks and their tongues
or cheeks with skewers. During the festival Deepavali, Hindu devotees light
many tiny oil-lamps outside their homes to celebrate Rama's victory over
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the demon king Ravana.
The Indigenous Ethnic Cluster
The indigenous people of Malaysia are made up of over 200 ethnic
groups. This cluster is further divided into three ethnic clusters: namely, the
Orang Asli ethnic cluster on the peninsula, the Sabah indigenous ethnic
cluster, and the Sarawak indigenous ethnic cluster.
On the peninsula, the Orang Asli, meaning aborigine, an ethnic group
cluster numbering over 80,000, consists of about seventeen ethnic groups. A
few of these Orang Asli ethnic groups include the Jakun, Temaun, and the
Jahai (Department of Statistics 2000). Many of these ethnic groups have
given up their nomadic life and moved into the more rural areas near small
towns. Some still live in the rainforest and jungle areas of the interior. They
adhere to animistic beliefs and speak tribal dialects and simple Bahasa
Malaysia.
In the state of Sabah, the Kadazan, a non-Muslim ethnic group, is the
largest ethnic group. Many Kadazan have moved to Tawau in the southeast
comer of Sabah, a city with a significant Chinese population of over 45,000.
Other smaller non-Muslim ethnic groups include the Murut, Orang Sungai,
Sulu, Tidong, Bisaya. The Bajau ethnic group, who were the original Sulu
sea pirates, adhere to Islam and comprise 10 percent of the total population
in Sabah (Department of Statistics 2000).
In the state of Sarawak, the Iban, who are animistic in belief, are the
largest ethnic group, numbering over 400,000 (Department of Statistics
2000). Known as the original headhunters, they reside in longhouses along
rivers or in the interior jungle areas. Other minority ethnic groups include
the Kenyah, Kayan, Kelabit, Lun Bawang, Kajang, Kedayan, Bisaya, and
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Punan.
Most of the indigenous people touch and are touched in one way or
another by the other ethnic clusters or people groups in Malaysia. For
instance, though considered bumiputera by the government and the Malay
majority, the Orang Asli people do not receive the benefits from such status.
In addition, due to logging, Chinese entrepreneurs have destroyed much of

the rainfores~ the place of residence for most indigenous people, thus
creating many problems in relation to the environment and the livelihood of
the indigenous people in Sarawak.
The Other Ethnic Cluster
The fifth ethnic cluster, though considered a minority in terms of
population, has considerable influence in some places. For instance, in the
city of Sandakan, a city of over 40,000 Cantonese speaking Chinese,
immigrants from the Philippines built homes over the ocean just behind a
Chinese community (Department of Statistics 2000). These immigrants
often trade with the Chinese in the area.
Historical and Political Situation
Each one of the above five ethnic clusters have impacted each other.
How did Malaysia become multi-cultural, multi-lingual, multi-religious, and
multi-ethnic in it composition? The answer to this question is found by way
of a historical survey.
Early History
Early records of Malaysia are sketchy and at best make it difficult to
reconstruct with any accuracy its history before the fifteenth century.
Barbara Watson Andaya and Leonard Andaya insist that "even with the
combined skills of historians, archaeologists, linguists, anthropologists, art
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historians, and geographers, the material does not permit more than a general
picture of developments in the Malay archipelago before about 1400"
(2001 :9). Nevertheless, as early as Ptolemy, Malaya was placed on a map
and was known as the "Golden Khersonese" (Wheatley 1961) because it
spelled gold not only to the Romans but also to the Indians and the Chinese
(Rowthorn 2001: 18). Consequently, for centuries prior to the fifteenth
century, political powers and empires juggled for supreme control of the
trade routes.
As early as 200 B.C. 7, Indian traders began arriving in Malaysia,
juggling for supreme control of the most popular trading route, an overland
route across the narrow isthmus ofKra in today's southern Thailand. With
the arrival of Indians, Malaysia's culture changed dramatically. Though
they arrived as transient traders, some did not leave the area. The major foci
of Indian influence occurred on the coastal settlements8 along the Melaka
Straits. As a result, they introduced Hinduism and Buddhism, bringing
temples and cultural traditions9 from India.
During the fifth century, ports along the coastal areas of the Malay
archipelago sprang up. The increasing use of the sea transformed the trade
industry and the trade routes. Thus, the Melaka Straits began serving as a
"gullet ... through which foreigners' sea and land traffic in either direction
must pass" (Hirth and Rockhill 1966:105-106). Since Chinese did not have
the luxury of controlling the overland trade routes, they also began making
use of the sea routes. One of the earliest accounts of Chinese interacting
with Malaysia notes that the Chinese of "the Sui Dynasty (590-618) decided
to open up communications with far distant lands, and honoured the court
Chitu with an embassy carrying over 5,000 gifts" (Andaya and Andaya
2001:22). Moreover, about the same period of time, the Chinese monk, I
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Ching, records that Buddhist pilgrims in route to India stopped in Malaysia.
So, from the fifth century onwards, Chinese began to exert influence in
Malaysia.
Not until the seventh century did political power shift from Indian
influence in the west and Chinese influence in the east to a regionally based
power. "Inscriptions dated 686 and 688 AD suggest that during this time
Srivijaya was gaining power, and soon its influence swept across the straits
to the Malay Peninsula" (Majid 1998:26). With this shift of power, the
Srivijaya empire, located in southern Sumatra, subjected the Malay
Peninsula to its maritime supremacy. As late as the thirteenth century,
"Chua Ja-kua, the Chinese inspector of foreign trade, wrote that all foreign
ships passing through the Straits were forced to pay toll under threat of
outright destruction" (Majid 1998 :27).
At the beginning of the fifteenth century, the first firm indigenous
control of the Malay peninsula surfaced with the rise of Paramesvara, the
ruler of Melaka. Under his rule, the Hindu kingdom rose to prominence. In
1403, Yin Chi'ng, a Chinese admiral, arrived in Melaka promising
protection from the northern Siamese. He brought Paramesvara gifts of silk
woven with golden flowers and other valuable gifts, asking him to pay
tribute to the Chinese emperor.

Para~esvara

agreed and the Chinese

emperor appointed him King of Mel aka. From that point on in history,
Melaka became known as an important regional trading port with Chinese
and Muslim Arab traders flocking there.
Not long afterwards, due to the influx of Arab Muslim traders,
Paramesvara converted to Islam. Again, the tide of control shifted. It is
alleged that "the powerful Malay courts took to Islam adopting the title

sultan lO (ruler), either because of sincere doctrinal conversion or because

70

they took a shrewd view of the practical advantages to be gained by
embracing the new faith" (Rowthorn 2001 :36). On a wider cultural level,
too, Islam had great attractions -

its revolutionary concepts of equality in

subordination to Allah freed people from the feudal Hindu caste system
which had previously dominated. Toward the end of the fifteenth century,
Muzaffar Syah, Paramesvara's successor, proclaimed Islam as the state
religion. Melaka's wealth and power expanded to such an extent that the
Portuguese began to take notice and grew jealous.
The Period of Western Influence
Beginning with the arrival of Alfonso de Albuquerque, a colonialist
who conquered Melaka in 1511, supreme control again shifted and fell into
the hands of the Portuguese. Speaking to the sultan of Melaka who was
unwilling to surrender, Albuquerque proclaimed, "Our Lord is blinding his
judgment and hardening his heart, and desires the completion of this affair of
Malacca" (Quoted in Roxborogh 1981 :2). When the first Portuguese settlers
were asked what had induced them to come to Malaysia, they replied,
"pepper and souls" (Schurhammer 1928:80). The Portuguese began
destroying Islamic mosques, driving out Muslim traders, and building
churches and a fort. Though the Portuguese desired to control the entire
Malay peninsula, their influence was largely confined to the area around
Melaka.
Coinciding with the fall of Melaka, demographic fluxes began to
occur. The Minangkabau, an ethnic group from Sumatra, Indonesia,
migrated in mass numbers to Negeri Sembilan, which is centrally located in
Peninsular Malaysia just south of the present city of Kuala Lumpur.
Although Chinese and Indians were already living in the coastal areas of
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Peninsular Malaysia, large numbers of Chinese and Indians began moving
into Malaysia about the same time. In addition, large numbers of the Bugis
and Makassarese ethnic groups fled Sulawesi, Indonesia due to prolonged
war and settled in Malaysia.
With Melaka in the hands of non-Malays, new trading centers began
to emerge in the region. However, these trading centers could not escape
threats from the Portuguese and the rising Acehnese empire from Sumatra,
Indonesia. In order to combat such threats, in 1641 the Malays of the sultanled state of J ohor assisted the Dutch in overthrowing the Portuguese in
Melaka. To their surprise, the Malays did not regain control of Mel aka.
Instead, the Dutch gained control. Like Portuguese influence, Dutch
influence did not go far past the town of Mel aka. For over a century, the
Dutch tried in vain to monopolize agreements with the Malay rulers in order
to gain control of the sultan-led states in Peninsular Malaysia.
After tin was discovered in Malaysia, the British began showing
interest in the country. In 1824, the British acquired Melaka from the Dutch
in exchange for Bencoolen in Sumatra, Indonesia. Unlike the Portuguese
and Dutch before them, they began a process of integration and
incorporation in Malaysia. By 1896, the British had integrated the sultan-led
states ofPerak, Pahang, Negeri Sembilan, and Selangor into a British
protectorate. Though the British did not incorporate Sabah and Sarawak into
the federation, they appointed James Brooke as governor ofSarawak by
1841 and established the British North Borneo Company in Sabah by 1881.
By 1914 the British integrated the last sultan-led state of Johor into the
Malay Federation thus gaining complete control of the peninsula along with
Sabah and Sarawak.
While integrating the sultan-led states, the British at the same time
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brought large numbers of Indians and Chinese into the country to work on
the newly developed rubber plantations and tin mines. The influx of
Chinese and Indians transformed the character of the Malay states to that of,
in the words of the colonial scholar J. S. Furnivall (1948), "a plural society."
The presence of an increasing number of non-Malays threatened
Malays. The Malay publication Jasa (December 1929) expressed the view
of " ... how sorrowful it is to see that today this country which is owned by
foreigners who are affluent and who own all the places and control all
industries ... Where are the Malays? That is, the true sons of the soil! They
now languish in poverty ... and work for foreigners whom we once
regarded as coolies and as our servants ... " (Khoo 1981 :99). Thus, the
legacy of British rule led to the many ethnic clusters being stereotyped with
a particular economic status and occupation. Consequently, stereotyped
images developed of the Malays as peasants, Chinese as businessmen and
traders, and Indians as plantation workers.
Due to this legacy, Malays and non-Malays feared each other. The
Malays feared the economic dominance of the Chinese while the Chinese
feared the growing political dominance of the Malays. The growing fear
among the Chinese sparked a cry among the Chinese for equal rights. A
1932 editorial in the Malacca Straits Chinese newspaper appealed that the
"cry of the Malays is carried too far, and the local-born citizens, who have
contributed to the material prosperity of the country, have reason to resent
the agitation for depriving them of their legitimate rights" (Malacca
Guardian 1932). This tension between the Malay and Chinese grew through
W orId War II and continued into the independence of the country as a
nation.
The arrival of World War II in 1941 was sudden and devastating to
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the country. Just a few hours before the bombing of Pearl Harbor,
Malaysians spotted the first Japanese aircraft over the northeast coast of the
peninsula. By February 1942, Malaysia fell into the hands of the Japanese.
The Japanese treated the Malays and Indians leniently. In contrast, they
imprisoned the British and discriminated against the Chinese because the
Chinese resisted the Japanese dominance. As a result, when World War II
ended in 1945, the British proposed to award the Chinese with full
citizenship rights.
The Beginnings of the Nation
The British proposal would in effect not only transfer power to the
British but also allow non-Malays to become citizens with equal rights. Led
by Dato Onn Ja'afar, the Malays of different states protested the proposal,
forging an unprecedented Malay unity that cut across different Malay states.
Eventually the proposal was revoked when the Federation of Malaya was
created in 1948 (Andaya and Andaya 2001:256). The Federation of
Malaya, comprised of the sultan-led Malay states in the peninsula and the
Straits Settlements of Mel aka and Penang, became an independent country
in 1957. Ironically, the new constitution enshrined special privileges to the
Malays, while at the same time offering citizenship to all. These unequal
citizenship rights have haunted the country until the present day.
In 1963 Singapore, Sarawak, Sabah, and the Federation of Malaya
joined together to form the Federation of Malaysia, although in 1965
Singapore withdrew from the Federation. From the beginning, the inclusion
of Singapore with its overwhelmingly Chinese population and multi-ethnic
politics (not based on Malay dominance) of the People's Action Party (PAP)
led by Lee Kuan Yew, threatened the Malay sense of security and their
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identity. The withdrawal of Singapore showed the underlying tension
between the Malays and the Chinese and the limits to which the Chinese
could push their vision of a multi-cultural nation. It also showed the
growing determination of the Malay in seeking a Malay-dominated nation.
Generally the Malays wanted a Malaysian state with Malay characteristics,
especially the Malay language and Islam. This chapter now turns its
attention to how the Malay push for the Malay language, along with Islam,
has served as a rallying point in forging a national identity.
The Implementation of Malay as the National Language
Obviously, when considering the many languages spoken on the
streets in Malaysia from day to day, no one is under the illusion that the
various ethnic groups can merge into one cultural entity. Nevertheless, since
the birth of the Federation of Malaysia as a nation, the government has used
the national language, Malay, as the most important means of uniting the
nation (Andaya and Andaya 2001:5).
The whole tone of politics in the new nation between 1964 and 1967
was characterized by growing ethnic extremism. Under the leadership of the
first prime minister, Tunku Abdul Rahman, the government recognized
Malay as the national language, setting 1967 as the date for making Malay
the sole official language in the country. As 1967 approached, the Prime
Minister made some compromises allowing for the continued use of English
for some purposes. Adding to the already existing ethnic tensions, these
compromises prompted shrill ethnic demands. Chinese demanded that
Chinese be made an official language alongside Malay and quickly
demanded the establishment of a privately funded Chinese-language
Merdeka University. When the government refused to make Mandarin
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Chinese another official language, emotions sweltered in the Chinese
community. Similarly, large segments of the Malay community, including
university students from the politically based Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS)
along with some influential members of the politically based United Malays
National Organization (UMNO) party, strenuously objected to any language
compromises and felt that the Prime Minister had betrayed the Malay
community (Milne and Mauzy 1986:40). As a result of the growing ethnic
tensions and these compromises, riots between Chinese and Malays broke
out in 1969.
The riots provided the opportunity and excuse for the younger Malays
to push for Malay dominance and participation in the government. Mahathir
bin Mohammad rose to push for this Malay dominance in all aspects of
government intervention.
Mahathir bin Mohammad, the Malays and Islamicization
Mahathir bin Mohammad, son of an Indian schoolteacher father and a
Malay mother, qualified as a medical doctor in 1952. After practicing
medicine in his hometown for nine years, he was elected as a member of the
parliament for the United Malays National Organization (UMNO) in 1961.
In 1969 he lost his parliament seat because he criticized the Prime Minister
for neglecting the Malay community. While out of office, he wrote his
book, The Malay Dilemma, accusing British colonialism of subverting
Malay culture by destroying the traditional sultanates, while also blasting his
fellow Malays for meekly accepting their second class status. Needless to
say, his convictions in book form quickly boosted his political popularity.
He was re-elected to parliament in 1974. He then was appointed as
Education Minister, then Deputy Prime Minister, then Vice President of
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UMNO. Finally, in 1981 , he was elected Prime Minister.
In his 1971 book, The Malay Dilemma, Mahathir bin Mohammad
rationalized the special protection that is afforded Malays, saying that
"removal of all protection would subject the Malays to the primitive laws
that enable only the fittest to survive" (1971:3). He alleged that Malays
were of a weaker stock than Chinese due to genetic (less intermarriage) and
environmental (no need to struggle against natural catastrophes, etc.) factors.
Though simplistic in his argument, his real concern centered around the
following statement, "Chinese business methods and the extent of their
control of the economy of the country is such that competition between their
community and other communities is quite impossible" (1971:56).
Mahathir's convictions sparked a unified resurgence among the
Malays, prompting the government to implement the New Economic Policy
(NEP). The policy recognizes that "the eradication of poverty and the
restructuring of the society and economy are necessary conditions for
national unity" (Second Malaysia Plan 1971:4). Strategically designed to
place the Malays at an economic advantage, the NEP set quotas in the
corporate sector, employment, and higher education in order to favor the
Malay ethnic people.
As previously mentioned, the Malay ethnic cluster constitutes

approximately 57 percent of the total population. They include "anyone
who habitually speaks Malay language, follows Malay custom, and adheres
to the religion of Islam" (Provencher 1978:254-255). In fact, the people of
Malaysia correlate a person converting to Islam with their becoming a
Malay. They express this correlation with the Malay language idiom masuk

Melayu, which means to enter Malay.
What reasons contribute to this correlation of being a Muslim and
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being a Malay? Lee Hock Guan, a Chinese Malaysian, argues that during
the post-colonial situation citizenship in Malaysia developed along the lines
of ethnicity and religion. He contends that after World War II the British
attempted to dissociate citizenship rights from ethnicity but were defeated by
a growing Malay communalism (1995).
Malaysian history confirms his contention. While the British
relinquished their colonial rule in 1957 to establish the Federation of
Malaysia, they negotiated a citizenship formula that gave citizenship status
to the Chinese, Indians, and other ethnic groups but provided the Malay
ethnic group with a special citizenship status known as the bumiputera. The
non-bumiputera, who adhered to religious traditions other than Islam, were
not afforded such privileges because they were considered later arrivals and
immigrants from other lands. Moreover, the British, though they tried to
provide equal rights to the Chinese, failed due to the growing Malay unity
and their outspoken cries.
In 1963 the Chinese of Singapore, which was still part of the newly

established Federation of Malaysia, struggled for equalization rights and in a
sense a bumiputera status. As previously mentioned, this struggle
eventually led to Singapore withdrawing from the Federation of Malaysia.
In addition, the Chinese in Peninsular Malaysia rioted because they also

desired equalization rights. The government immediately squelched the
Chinese riots, putting several Chinese in prison. Thus since the 1969 riots,
the implementation of the NEP, and the publishing of Mahathir's book in
1971, Islam and Malay identity have existed side by side. Therefore, the
Malays think of themselves as members of a unique ethnic race with a
unique religious tradition that deserves a favored status. Their identity lies
in their being Muslim.
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The Malay identity is so closely tied to being Muslim that to deny
Islam means to deny one's Malayness. Tunku Abdul Rahman, the fITst
Prime Minister of the Federation of Malaysia, claims that "a Malay who
gives up his religion will cease to be Malay" (1985 :78). Therefore, in
Malaysia the Malay way of life constitutes an Islamic way of life.
With Islam and Malayness intrinsically tied together, Malay Muslims
practice and belong to a form of Islam that comes from "the Shafi school of
the Sunni tradition" (provencher 1978:255). Named after Abu 'Abdullah ibn
Idris al-Shafi'i (767-820), the Shafi school of thought emphasizes
Muhammad's sunna, his traditions known as the hadiths, as the interpreter of
the Qur'an (Newby 1981 :673). This tradition applies "rules of analogy
throughout their system" (Newby 1981:673), paying particular attention to
rituals before prayers and underlining the importance of Friday
congregational worship.
Although Malay Muslims are predominantly "orthodox in their
conception and practice of Islam" (Provencher 1978:255), folk Islam varies
from region to region. Historically, as this chapter has already pointed out,
Islam arrived after Hinduism and Buddhism in Malaysia. Due to the
influence of these pre-Islamic religions, Malay Muslims still maintain some
pre-Islamic beliefs in spirits, ghosts, and magic.
Although retention of past beliefs still forms a part of the Malay's
belief system, the coming of Islam transformed the Malay world in all
aspects of life. Mohammad Taib Osman, professor of Malay Studies at the
University of Malaya, insists that "since the fourteenth century AD onwards,
it can safely be said that Islam had transformed the culture of the Malays"
(1985:47). He further alleges that "the Islamic belief and ethos have become
the foundation of the culture of the Malays" (1985:47).
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This understanding is important in understanding the Malay quest for
an Islamic state.
Short of outright assimilation, is it not possible for a multi ethnic
culture to evolve in such a way as to constitute the basis for national
unity? Surely an emphasis could be placed on the common elements
among the various cultures involved, such as the importance of
family, dislike of greed and corruption, and respect for virtuous
leadership. The government does indeed recognize the need for
national culture, but it also insists that this culture should be founded
on indigenous (Malay) culture, including Islam. (Milne and Mauzy
1986:174)
The Malay quest for an Islamic state is referred to as Islamicization.
Islamicization does not involve a process of evolution but a process of
devolution toward the original nature. Islam teaches that all people, without
exception, are endowed with din al-fitrah or natural religion. Simply said,
the original nature of all people is to adhere to Islam. The reason some
people do not adhere to Islam is because they do not recognize their original
nature. The Qur'an proclaims, "So tum your face to the primordial religion
in which God created humans. That is the immutable pattern of God"
(Abdullah 1989:1015-1016). Therefore, the primary purpose of
Islamicization consists of helping individuals recognize their endowed
nature. As people recognize this endowed nature, Islam helps liberate them
from subservience to injustice and exploitation thus "creating an Islamic
personality within the individual" (Haneef, 1993:63) that aspires to Islamic
values and qualities.
Muslims claim these values and qualities are best exemplified during
the age of the Prophet Muhammad. Thus Islamicization refers to the' striving
(jihad) towards the moral and ethical quality achieved during the age of the
Prophet Muhammad. In simple terms, Islamicization involves introducing
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Islamic values and qualities as revealed in the law (shari/a) of the Prophet
Muhammad.
As early as 1976, Ahmad Ibrahim, who holds the post of Shaikh
Kulliyyah of Laws at the International Islamic University of Malaysia,
proposed Islamic laws (shari/a) be the basis of the nation. He also
contended that Islamic law apply to both Muslims and non-Muslims (1985).
Although Islamicization has been far reaching, each state is reacting
in different ways and is enforcing its particular view of Islam in different
ways.
Malaysia, alone in the Muslim world, grants each state control over
religious matters. This has led to contradictions and differences in the
interpretation and enforcement of Islamic laws, in particular family
laws. While in Selangor state a man has to fulfill four conditions
before he can practice polygamy, in Trengganu he does not have to
meet such requirements. A divorced man ordered to pay child support
by the shariah court of Kuala Lumpur can avoid doing so by moving a
few miles across the border to Petaling Jaya. The decision of a shariah
court in one state is not enforceable in another. Such differences have
enabled errant men to circumvent the law to their own advantage.
(Anwar 1997: 1)
In recent years (1995), the east coast state ofKelantan has advocated the
enforcement of the hudood laws on both Muslims and non-Muslims.

Hudood laws require equal punishment for crimes committed. For instance,
if someone steals something with their left hand, then hudood law would
require cutting off their left hand. However, other states, such as the state of
Penang, have rejected this idea. This is another example of how each state
controls its religious matters.
A few of the government's initiatives giving credibility to the fact that
Mahathir wants to establish an Islamic state include:
1. The establishment of an Islamic bank and the International Islamic
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2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

University.
A ban on the importation of non-halal beef (beef not slaughtered in
accordance with Islamic law).
Greatly increased Islamic content on radio and television.
The reintroduction of Jawi (Arabic script) into the primary school
curriculum.
The suspension of the government meal program in multiethnic
national primary schools during fasting months.
A ban on smoking in all government offices.
Amendments to the penal code and the criminal procedure relating
to religion, thereby giving the government Draconian powers to
curb religious fanaticism. (Milne and Mauzy 1986:53)

Part of the process toward Islamicizaton has impacted the educational
system. According to Mahathir bin Mohammad, the present Prime Minister
of the Federation of Malaysia, "the concept of education allows for a means
of disseminating religious knowledge" (1986:22). Historically, the Sekolah

Pondok (schools) functioned as the center of religious instruction. During
the age of British colonialism, the Chinese and Christian missionaries
rejected the teachings of these schools and established private schools with
their own curriculum. However, in the 1980s the Malaysian government
began to reform national education. They first began by acquiring power
over the private Chinese and Christian schools; then they formulated a
wholistic national education philosophy. In her dissertation at the University
of Florida, Rosnani Binti Hasim, a Malay Muslim, asserts that the new
education system shows a spirit of Islam (1994). She favors the new
education system. Nonetheless, her dissertation points to the fact of
Islamicization upon the educational system.
A second part of the process toward Islamicization comes through
government's control of the media. Everyday in Malaysia a person can see
television commercials emphasizing the need for Malaysians to work hard
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and show discipline so as to build the nation. Both of these values reflect
the teachings of Islam. In regard to hard work, the Qur'an states that "Man
shall have nothing but what he strives for" (Surah 53:39). In Islam, work is
considered an act of worship or ibadah. "In reality, all things that we carry
out can be made into acts of worship. This includes the work that we do or
the career that we undertake" (Saifuddeen 2001). Muslims must develop
their skills and talents in order to contribute to the welfare of their
community, the umma. The Muslim must also reveal discipline in regard to
the five required daily prayers, the month of fasting known as Ramadan, and
obedience to the laws (shari/a) of Islam. Therefore, these two concepts,
hard work and discipline, possess Islamic undertones.
A third part of the process toward Islamicization involves politics.
Zambry Bin Abd Kadir, a Malay Muslim, insists that the Islamic religion
provides the most viable means to legitimately affect politics. He maintains
a position of not dichotomizing religion and politics but viewing them as
primordially sanctioned systems working hand in hand (Zambry 1995).
Obviously, this approach to politics already affects Malaysia.
Following the 1969 riots, several political organizations arose out of
an atmosphere of Islamic revival. These political organizations have greatly
influenced the politics of Malaysia. For example, the political organization
Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM), the Muslim Youth Movement of
Malaysia, arose out of this atmosphere of Islamic revival. ABIM "was
formed to defend and propagate the message of Islam, especially its
comprehensiveness (aI-din), universal and humanistic content, and its
feasability in resolving issues of nation-building" (Mutalib 1990:75). In
regard to economic policies, ABIM "has called for strict adherence to the
Qur'anic system since it places morality as the basic determining factor and
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man as the trustee of all wealth a nation has, to be used for the social wellbeing" (Mutalib 1990: 81).
The previous comments concerning ABIM lead to a fourth part of the
process toward Islamicization. The New Economic Policy (NEP) practices
reflect influences of Islamicization. As previously quoted, the major
objective of the NEP involves ''the eradication of poverty among all
Malaysians" and the "restructuring of Malaysian society in order to reduce
and ultimately eliminate the identification of race with economic function
and geographical location" (Mutalib 1990:56). In other words, the purpose
of the NEP consisted in promoting equity among all ethnic groups.
However, in actuality the NEP emphasized using corporate bodies to engage
in business on behalf of the Malay people. Ghazali Shafie, one of the
draftsmen of the NEP, vocalized this sentiment:
National unity is not attainable without equity and balance between
Malaysia's ethnic groups as regards their participation in the
development of the country and the sharing of benefits of the national
modernization efforts ... Malays and other indigenous people must
move into the modern sectors of the economy not merely as workers
and not merely as employees. They must eventually have a roughly
proportionate stake in ownership and control of urban-type activities .
. . the background must be laid now and the means for such structural
change must be set in motion without delay. (Quoted in Mutalib,
1990:57)
Was this new policy a reaction to the 1969 racial riots that resulted in "196
dead, mostly of whom were Chinese, and 1109 injured" (Mutalib 1990:54),
or from Mahathir's convictions? This question is debatable but obviously
the NEP arose during a period when the nation faced its greatest challenge
and during a time of Islamic resurgence and revival worldwide (Muzaffar
1985).
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Historically, did the NEP accomplish its stated objective? To answer
this question, one needs to consider the various ethnic groups in Malaysia
and their respective economic status. The Malay, who comprise the
dominant population, mainly reside in the rural areas and are marginalized in
terms of economic status. The Chinese, despite their relative economic
wealth, serve as the subordinate group in the political realm. The Indians,
who also comprise a relatively small percentage of the population, hold very
little economic status living in the many rubber and palm oil estates.
Although the NEP advocated eradicating poverty and economic ethnic
diversity, with careful analysis a person can discover that the NEP
historically favored the ethnic group of the Malays, the bumiputera, and has
not eradicated poverty among all Malaysians.
Chandra Muzaffar, an Indian Muslim who formerly lectured in
Political Science at the Universiti Sains Malaysia, doubts whether any
instances exist where Muslims have championed non-Malays' interests
purely on the grounds of Islamic justice. He suggests that economic
practices reveal a non-Islamic principle of dichotomizing people either as
Malay (bumiputera) and non-Malay (non-bumiputera) (1985). His
allegations have validity but the simple fact still remains that to most Malay,
the Malay way of life constitutes the Islamic way of life. In other words,
Malayism, bumiputeraism, and ethnicity go hand in hand with
Islamicization.
The modernization movement to become a developed country by the
year 2020, known as Wawasan 2020, is a fifth and final part of the process
toward Islamicization. Mahathir challenges Malays from the Islamic
perspective to strive for hard work, discipline, and the teaching of Islam
(1986:136). The purpose of this challenge rests in the government's desire
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to become a developed country by the year 2020. To Mahathir, the
definition of a developed nation definitely does not mean material
development which disregards spirituality. Instead, to Mahathir a developed
nation is one "that is fully developed along all the dimensions:
economically, politically, socially, spiritually, psychologically, and
culturally" (1999:n.p.). To Mahathir a developed nation is a nation which is
developed in terms of knowledge, efficiency, and affluence without losing
moral values and religious teachings, namely those of Islam.
According to Mahathir, Islam possesses the capacity to bring
greatness to a country's economy, industry, science, arts, military power,
politics, and political consciousness (1986:136). In other words, Islamic
beliefs and values as revealed in the shari 'a of the Prophet Muhammad
provide the answer for state ruled governments. Therefore, the Islamic state
government will always "be conscious of the mandates contained in the
Qur'an and the Sunnah, which represents the ultimate authority in all
matters, legislative, judicial or executive" (Gauhar, 1979:63). Mahathir
stepped down at the Prime Minister of Malaysia at the end 0[2003. Time
will tell whether the new Prime Minister will have similar convictions as
Mahathir.
Summary
From a missiological standpoint, the context of Malaysia presents
many challenges for missionaries. Within such complexity, it presents
challenges of how missionaries will respond to the pressures from the
Islamic controlled state. It also presents challenges that revolve around who
and how to evangelize Chinese Malaysians in such complexity. More
importantly, it poses questions concerning how missionaries will act and
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behave in such an environment. In addition to these challenges, how is
globalization affecting Chinese Malaysians in tenus of receptivity?
This chapter has sought to capture the real Malaysia and the people of
Malaysia with special emphasis on those factors that have shaped and
influenced a Chinese Malaysian national identity. Malaysia appears as a
country rich in natural beauty, contrasts, and diversity and the Chinese have
not escaped the influences of this complex and diverse Malaysian society.
Indeed, factors such as physical environment, social changes, population
make-up, history, language, and Islam have shaped and influenced Chinese
Malaysian national identity.
This chapter has argued that the government of Malaysia has used the
national language and the religion of Islam as rallying points for forging a
national identity. Chinese people have not escaped these two rallying points.
Tan Chee Beng echoes this argument as he proposes that ethnic group
formation, ethnic identification, and ethnic nationalism in Malaysia are
"shaped by the power of the state, the state's nation-state building
constitution, by socialization, and by unequal power relations among ethnic
groups" (2000:441). He further argues that "individuals are socialized into
an ethnic identity that requires primordial quality in local contexts that
cannot be understood apart from the practical processes in which
government actions and the ideologies fostered by the state playa role"
(2000:441-442). Thus, the pushing toward the national language of Malay
and the process toward Islamicization has set the stage for contributing to
Chinese Malaysian ethnicity and identity. Today no one single Chinese
identity exists. Instead, multiple Chinese identities exist due to the various
influences and pressures exerted on them in the local context. This leads us
to the next chapter dealing with ethnic identity and how the Chinese people
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in Malaysia not only have a national identity but an ethnic identity -. one
that is uniquely Chinese.
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Notes for Chapter 2
1. The eleven states of the peninsula consist of Johor, Melaka, Negeri
Sembilan, Pahang, Terengganu, Kelantan, Perak, Kedah, Penang, Kedah,
and Perlis. Sabah and Sarawak, located in East Malaysia and formerly
known as Borneo, consist of the other two states of Malaysia.
2. It is a common practice to slash and bum the rainforests in
Sumatra, Indonesia. Malaysia often receives the spillover effects of such
practices with haze, heavy smoke, filling the air. In 1997 and the summer of
2000, the physical environment of Malaysia experienced the greatest effects
of this environmental haze problem.
3. Logging and large-scale development projects have brought severe
criticism. Environmental groups both within and outside Malaysia have
fought to highlight the irretrievable loss of biodiversity caused by the
systematic felling of the rainforest.
4. A few examples of the many hotels and resorts include Holiday Inn,
Best Western, Sheraton, and Club Med.
5. A few examples of Western fast food restaurants include Coffee
Bean, Starbucks Coffee, Gloria Jeans, McDonalds, Pizza Hut, Burger King,
Dominoes Pizza, Chilis, TGIFridays, Kenny Rogers, Hard Rock Cafe,
Baskin Robbins Ice Cream, Haagen Das, Kentucky Fried Chicken,
Roadhouse Grill, A&W Root Beer, and Dunkin Donuts.
6. Robert Bocock alleges that "the United States has come to
epitomize the modem [worldwide] consumer's dreamland" (1993: 10). The
influence of Western movies, music, sports, etc. is widespread in Malaysia.
In a real sense, America's celebrity culture has spread to Malaysia.
7. Barbara Watson Andaya and Leonard Andaya contend that
"although no evidence dates the first Indian voyages across the Bay of
Bengal, archaeological investigation points to trading contact between India
and Southeast Asia as early as 200 B.C." (2001:13).
8. Archaeological digs on Gunung Jerai in the northwest peninsular
state ofKedah reveal unambiguous evidence of early Indian contacts.
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9. Barbara Watson Andaya and Leonard Andaya contest that "the
process by which early societies adopted and absorbed Indian motifs into an
evolving Malay world-view is similarly a matter for speculation" (2001:16).
They further argue that Hindu gods, such as Shiva and Vishnu, were
incorporated into the Malay pantheon of supernatural beings. In addition,
they allege that this incorporation process accounts for the many statues,
icons, votive tablets, and other paraphernalia that was unearthed in
archeological digs. Thus, it is conceivable that the Malay worldview was
dramatically altered and transformed so that the "localization of Indian
influences by early Malay communities proceeded imperceptibly, deepening
and enriching an already vital culture" (Andaya 2001: 16).
10. For Malays today, the sultans are still considered upholders of the
Malay tradition and serve as symbolic heads of Islam. They receive a lot of
respect, especially in the rural areas and the east coast states.

CHAPTER 3
The Patterns of Chinese Culture
and Chinese Malaysian Identity
Coffee, tea, or milol? Of these three drinks, which one describes
Chinese culture? More specifically, of these three drinks, which drink do
Chinese Malaysians offer guests who visit their home? The answer depends
on the context -

the family. Some offer coffee, others offer tea, others

offer milo. Is defining Chinese culture in terms of such material objects an
appropriate approach in discovering what is uniquely Chinese and Chinese
culture?
Chapter 1 spoke of three components of culture: (1) material objects,
(2) ideas, values, and attitudes, (3) behavior patterns (Ferraro 2001 :22-26).
Some writers define Chinese culture in terms of material objects. For
example, in the Handbook of Chinese Popular Culture, Dingbo Wu and
Patrick Murphy (1995) include such topics as food and tea drinking as
though those people who eat certain food and drink tea are characteristic
Chinese. For others, they attribute such characteristics as eating rice with
bowls and chopsticks as though a person who eats rice and uses chopsticks is
Chinese. Such characteristics are, however, hardly unique to Chinese, but
are also held by some Americans, among others in the world.
Evelyn Lip has written extensively on Chinese culture. Her recent
publication (1988) entitled Notes on Things Chinese delves into such
subjects as Chinese beliefs and customs, Chinese secular practices and
activities, Chinese people and places, and Chinese artifacts. Her hope is that
the book will promote a closer cultural relationship between Oriental and
Western readers. Lip's discussions fall short in distinguishing between what
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is truly Oriental and what is truly Western. In other words, her discussions
only touch the surface of understanding Chinese culture.
As important as Wu and Murphy and Lip's discussions might be,
Chinese culture consists of more than just material objects or that which is
observable. It consists of two orders: the observable and the unobservable
aspects of culture. As seen in the following figure, 2 the iceberg illustrates
the two orders of culture.

Figure 2. Observable and Unobservable Aspects of Culture
In the above figure, the top half of the iceberg represents the observable
aspects of culture, consisting of that which is visible. Some observable
aspects include clothing, food, places of worship, eating habits, ways of
greetings, and manner of speaking. In other words, "the most easily
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recognized and the most easily changed" (Lane 2002: 18) aspects make up
observable culture. Whereas, the lower half of the iceberg, that which is
below the water line, represents the unobservable aspects of culture, that
which is invisible. This lower half consists of motivations, assumptions, and
values, all giving expression and drive to observable culture.
Fredrik Barth contends a similar perspective. According to Barth, the
two orders of cultural content consist of overt signals or signs and basic
value orientations. He points out that "ecologic variations mark and
exaggerate differences" (1969: 14) among people groups and while "some
cultural features are used by the actors as signals and emblems of
differences, others are ignored, and in some relationships radical differences
are played down and denied" (1969:14). Put simply, the overt signals or
observable aspects of culture point to differences among peoples yet do not
maintain ethnic boundaries. Instead, the basic value orientations or
unobservable aspects of culture maintain and reinforce ethnic boundaries.
Thus, it is possible to study Chinese culture looking for those boundary
markers that distinguish Chinese people from other people in terms of
values.
Values are what Chinese think important to them. For example, when
performing a task, do Chinese people value speed and efficiency?
Alternatively, do they value saving face and maintaining personal
relationships? Such ideas, values, and attitudes are the deeper elements of
culture. These deeper elements are the "shoulds," "oughts," and "musts" of
culture CA. Abdullah 1996:7) so that people will live within culturally
prescribed boundaries. Hence, Chinese culture is more than material objects
and observable culture, but includes unobservable culture as well. In other
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words, the center of Chinese culture consists of worldview - what is real to
the Chinese people.
Given the many publications on things Chinese, a new missionary
could easily asswne that all Chinese share the same language, history,
characteristics, and customs. This chapter recognizes that it would be
impossible to discuss Chinese popular culture in its entirety. Instead, this
chapter provides the serious missionary casual browser -

not the armchair traveler or

with an in depth look at the real Ghinese culture. It

proposes that no one cultural form stands as the trademark for determining
Chineseness or Chinese culture. Instead, it proposes that it is quite possible
to understand the Chinese and Chinese culture in terms of cultural patterns.
In doing so, it asserts that Chinese Malaysians are not only uniquely
Malaysian with a national identity but are uniquely Chinese with an ethnic
identity.
In light of the above, this chapter and the next three chapters continue

the discussion of social identity of Chinese, specifically looking at ethnic
identity. This chapter begins the discussion on ethnic identity by taking a
macro approach, looking specifically at ethnic identity from the perspective
of Chinese culture. Chapters 4,5, and 6 take a micro approach looking at
the diversity of Chinese Malaysians, the pluralism of their religion, and how
Chinese Malaysians view others respectively.
The purpose of this chapter is to investigate several cultural patterns
as proposed in literature on Chinese culture. It 1;>egins by admitting the
difficulty of taking on such a task, hence, delimiting the scope of the
literature review to those works that are pertinent for understanding Chinese
cultural patterns. Second, it differentiates between cultural patterns and
stereotypes. Third, it delineates twenty patterns of Chinese culture. Last, it
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reviews several works that reveal how Chinese Malaysians are scattered
across a wide spectrum of diversity.
The Scope of Literature on Chinese Culture
The volume of writings on the Chinese and Chinese culture is large
and ranges across a wide spectrum of interests and activities. The purpose
here is not to provide an exhaustive literature review of the Chinese and
Chinese culture. That would be quite impossible. As Arthur H. Smith
vocalizes, "No single individual, whatever the extent of his knowledge,
could by any possibility know the whole truth about the Chinese" (2001 :9).
Instead, the purpose here is to highlight cultural patterns pointing out
continuums among Chinese and within Chinese culture.
Some recent literature suggests fertile lines of enquiry into Chinese
culture -

Hu Wenzhong and Cornelius Grove's (1999) work, Samuel Ling

and Clarence Cheuk's (1999) contribution, and Asma Abdullah's (1992,
1996) insights are particularly pertinent and suggestive here - and there has
also been other significant contributions from other works (Burling 1965;
Chang 1973; Charney, et al. 2003; De Mente 2000; Hall 1959, 1976; Hansen
1999; Hibbins 2003; Hofested 1980; Hsieh 1968a, 1968b; Hsu 1983; King
and Wilder 2003; Koh 2002; Lane 2003; Law 1984; Lau 2003; Lee 2000;
Lim and Gosling 1983; Lingenfelter and Mayers 1986; Lip 1988; Mackie
2002; C. Moore 1968; Mulder 1996; Pratt 1991; Purcell 1948; A. Smith
2001; Song 2000; Suryadinata 2002; Tan 1977, 1982, 1984; Triandis, Brislin
and Hui 1988; Vaughn 1971; Wang 1970; Wurzel and Fischman 1994; Yung
1967). The following pages aim to draw these works together and build
upon them. It also attempts a synthesis proposing and delineating patterns
among the Chinese and within Chinese culture.
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Cultural Patterns and Stereotyping a People
Before beginning this investigation and synthesis, it is necessary to
discuss the differences between stereotyping a people and constructing
cultural patterns. Stereotypes originate from "an outsider's perspective, that
is, someone not from that culture." They are "restrictive and limiting" and
"accusative" (Gamma Vision 1989). In A Beginner's Guide to Crossing

Cultures, Patty Lane insists,
Stereotypes originate with someone making an observation about
members of another group. Often the observation is true of a few
people observed and may even point out a positive quality, but to
generalize that quality to all the members of the group creates a box,
which limits the way in which others of that group will be seen.
(2002:25)
Lane goes on to say that stereotypes "allow people outside the group to
decide who the others are without having to consider who that individual
person is" (Lane 2002:25). In other words, stereotypes are images of a
particular people based on an outsider's perception that often falsely label
that particular people as a whole. As Stewart and Bennett point out,

An ethnocentric vision composed of stereotypes simplifies the social
perception of others by means of a rigid belief that all members of a
culture or group share the same characteristics, and thus, challenges to
ethnocentric assumptions are avoided. It is not surprising that simple
contact between ethnocentric members of two cultures is likely to
exacerbate existing stereotypes and perhaps generate new ones.
Unless intercultural communicators are aware of these processes,
face-to-face interaction is not likely to improve awareness of and
tolerance for cultural differences. Stereotypes can be attached to any
assumed indicator of group membership, such as race, religion,
ethnicity, age, or gender as well as national culture. (1991: 163)
Chapter 6 looks more in detail about how stereotypes form and the
consequences of stereotyping a people.
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Conversely, cultural patterns "allow people to have a general idea of
cultural norms, customs, and values without limiting anyone" (Lane
2002:26) to be the cultural pattern. As such, cultural patterns originate from
an insider's perspective and are "non-accusative and non-restrictive"
(Gamma Vision 1989).
To illustrate, suppose new missionaries arrive in a country to work
among a particular people. Once they arrive, they could either reinforce
stereotypes or begin constructing cultural patterns. In reinforcing
stereotypes, they view the new culture through their own cultural lenses.
They stand distant from the new culture, assuming certain behaviors and
actions are normative among every person. Due to such limited exposure,
they generalize concerning why and how people behave and act in the host
country. In constructing cultural patterns, however, they develop
relationships with cultural informants, those who belong to the culture as ingroup members. In so doing, they allow those informants to paint a picture
of the underlying meanings of observed cultural customs. More important,
in constructing cultural patterns of a particular people, missionaries identify

aspects of their own culture and the host culture that contrast with one
another.
In addition to constructing cultural patterns from an insider's
perspective, it is quite possible to think of cultural patterns in terms of a
continuum. Gail Law (1984) developed the concept proposing that every
Chinese person is on the move somewhere along a continuum ranging from
Chinese-ness on one end to Western-ness cultural orientations on the other
end. Law's model illustrates both the variety of possibilities in a people's
cultural orientation and the process whereby a person changes. Hence,
Law's continuum model reveals both a spectrum of possible ethnic identities
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but also reveals how ethnic identity is in a process of flux with no one
standing still.
In Ministering Cross Culturally: An Incarnational Model for Personal

Relationships, Shelwood Lingenfelter and Marvin Mayers utilize a similar
continuum model in order to help missionaries understand themselves and
people from another culture. They propose twelve elements of basic values
divided into six pairs of contrasting traits. They contend, "each pair may be
viewed as opposite poles on a continuum or plotted on a more complex
matrix" (1986:29).
Looking at cultural patterns from the viewpoint of continuums 3 is
most helpful for missionaries. In so doing, it can help missionaries avoid
making mistakes in terms of how they act and behave around a host culture
and people. It is easy to generalize and label Chinese culture, suggesting
that Chinese people and Chinese culture everywhere are the same. When
such generalizations and labeling happens, stereotyping a people occurs.
Looking at cultural patterns from the viewpoint of continuums also opens up
the possibility for studying the seemingly infmite variety of Chinese ethnic
identities. Such an argument is not surprising in consideration of how
culture is constantly changing which in tum shapes the behavior of people
through the process of socialization.
Continuums of Chinese Cultural Categories
With the above discussion on stereotypes and cultural patterns in
mind, this study turns its attention to proposing twenty patterns among
Chinese and Chinese culture. In the process, however, this study
acknowledges that Chinese people fall at different points on each continuum,
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thus assuming not all Chinese people everywhere are limited to anyone
point on each continuum.
For years, scholars (Burling 1965; Mulder 1996) have claimed that
Southeast Asian communities demonstrate certain region-wide cultural
themes. Niels Mulder (1996:230-233), an independent anthropologist for
over thirty years in Southeast Asia, proposes that Southeast Asian
communities revolve around the concept of order. According to Mulder,
order is both a moral and social concept. If people respect the moral and
social order per se, then they will receive a reward. If they do not, then
disorder in society will result. When applied to the Chinese, twenty cultural
patterns surface revolving around the concept of maintaining moral and
social order. For clarification, the following discussion uses italics to
highlight those cultural patterns that tend toward being "more Chinese."
Hierarchal versus Egalitarian
"Hierarchy is the backbone and thus the support of moral order"
(Mulder 1996:231). Ling and Cheuk, analysts of cultural trends that affect
the Chinese church, insist, "for thousands of years Chinese people have been
accustomed to a hierarchic way ofleadership" (1999:147). As such, in
traditional Chinese culture moral and social order plays out in an inequality
of individual people.
As evidenced in Chinese literature, Chinese heroes are revered and
respected due to their elevated positions (Lip 1988:59-82). Older sons
receive greater status (Hsieh 1968a: 177). Traditional Chinese culture
reveres age and respects titles. As a result, the more senior members of
society oftentimes serve as leaders, company boards and directors, etc. As
such, respect for position rather than salary reveals order.
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As Ling and Cheuk point out, in Chinese culture decision makers are
leaders and the voice of the whole group. When discussing official business,
an invisible line exists whereby the leader's "opinion must be respected and
never contradicted in public" (Ling and Cheuk 1999:148). On the opposite
end of the continuum, however, in egalitarian cultures it is okay to make
friends with leaders (Ling and Cheuk 1999: 148) and to question leaders and
their decisions.
Low Uncertainty Avoidance versus High Uncertainty Avoidance
Geert Hofested (1980: 169-172) adds the concept of uncertainty
avoidance to understanding hierarchal and egalitarian cultures. People with
high uncertainty avoidance mindsets feel uncomfortable in ambiguous
situations (Lane 2002:79). In other words, they desire a more structured
environment and feel comfortably operating within an egalitarian system.
Conversely, Chinese function with low uncertainty avoidance
mindsets. As a result, they do not feel uncomfortable in ambiguous settings.
As Lane asserts, this aspect of understanding Chinese culture has "a
tremendous impact on the type of settings and situations conducive for
multicultural participants" (2002 :79).
Large Power Distance versus Small Power Distance
Hofested (1980:92-152) also adds the concept of power distance to
understanding hierarchal and egalitarian cultures. Chinese function with
large power distance mindsets and feel "comfortable with an unequal
distribution of power and do not try to bring about a more nearly equally
distribution" (Hu and Grove 1999:7).
They approach life believing there is a place for everyone and
everyone is in their place (A. Abdullah 1996:30). They naturally believe
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that those people at the top of the hierarchy are entitled to more privileges
(A. Abdullah 1996: 105) and are the ultimate authority in making decisions.
As a result, people under the authority of leaders are only accountable for
making decisions for their assigned tasks. Cultural outsiders might perceive
such behavior as being irresponsible. However, the opposite is the case.
Chinese often lack information because the leader does not pass information
down the ladder. Consequently, they avoid being accountable for decisions
(Hu and Grove 1999:100).
As an illustration, the first time our family went to McDonalds for
breakfast we encountered such behavior. The set breakfast meal at
McDonalds includes coffee. When we ordered, we asked to substitute
orange juice for the coffee. The worker immediately said that it was
impossible. In other words, making such a decision was out of the realm of
authority for the worker. In time, we learned a more culturally appropriate
approach to this issue. Before ordering, we ask for the manager. We then
ask the manager if we can make such a substitution. Often the manager will
agree and inform the worker. In this illustration, the worker was quite
responsible in the assigned task. However, the worker lacked adequate
information in order to make the decision to allow a substitution for orange
JUIce.
In addition, Chinese with large power distance mindsets avoid
confrontation. Compromise, conformity, and unanimity give evidence of
order and harmony. Ethical conduct causes no dissonance. Preferably, they
will avoid conflicts by a willingness to give in for the pleasure of enjoying
solidarity (Mulder 1996: 107 -117). Hence, they strive toward maintaining
harmonious social relationships (Mulder 1996:107-117). Due to such an
inclination toward conformity, they are often passive even when they
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disagree with leaders. As a result, they do not strive to bring about an equal
distribution of power.
On the opposite extreme of the continuum, people with small power
distance mindsets strive to bring about an equal distribution of power. In
other words, they want an equal voice. As a result, they do not mind
confronting others.

Indirect Conciliatory versus Direct Confrontation
Some cultures resolve conflict with direct confrontation. Chinese
culture though resolves conflict indirectly. As seen later, Chinese define
themselves in relation to others. According to Confucianism, the concept of

ren (benevolence) strives to preserve harmony in social relationships (Ling
and Cheuk 1999: 146). In everyday life, Chinese preserve unity and
harmony by way of an indirect conciliatory approach.
As an example, suppose person A has a complaint against person B.
In order to resolve the problem, person A would go to person C, a person not
directly involved in the situation. Person C would then serve as a mediator
on behalf of person A to deal with the problem and the situation.
People in Western cultures tend to resolve conflict more with direct
confrontation (Ling and Cheuk 1999: 159). Instead of going to a mediator,
they directly confront people. As an example, suppose a person is in a
meeting. During the course of hearing a speaker, the person has questions.
It is quite appropriate to ask any of the following questions:

• "May I ask a question?"
• "Please excuse me, I have a question."
• "May I say something?"
On the other hand, Chinese perceive such questions as inappropriate.
As a result, Chinese perceive Westerners to be abrasive and aggressive (Hu
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and Grove 1999:66). Moreover, they view such questioning as impoliteness,
leading to a possible conflict between the two people.
Chinese strive for hannony and in so doing place importance in
consensus. To make a decision, Chinese leaders privately poll all members
to give their individual views regarding the issue at hand. Such an approach
is in sharp contrast to direct confrontation where issues are hammered out in
public through a process of convincing and debating until ultimately a vote
is taken. In Chinese culture, tolerance and understanding matter more than
objective and rational arguments (A. Abdullah 1996:124). What is more,
Chinese culture sees a direct confrontation approach and its way to make
decisions as "face" destroying.
"Face" means maintaining people's dignity by not embarrassing them
(A. Abdullah 1996:30). Shame, a concept to discuss later, is closely related
to face. As people are part of a group, to shame or embarrass them would
destroy their "face." Loss of face does not only result in personal
embarrassment or shame, but also causes the group to experience shame and
embarrassment (Hu and Grove 1999:123).
A Chinese Malaysian friend once said, "A person can solve every
problem and issue around the dinner table." This friend's advice is best
illustrated in how Chinese Malaysians make decisions. Early in my
missionary career, I attended a church business meeting. During the
meeting, I was confused because it appeared that all of the decisions were
already decided. Before the meeting, the leaders went out to eat with the
members individually to discuss and solve the issues. As a result, the
meeting time only served as a formality and was not the actual time to solve
issues or make decisions. In such an approach, the leaders avoided direct
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confrontation during the meeting. More important, the leaders avoided any
one person losing face.
From the concept of "face" rises the concept of reciprocity. A person
who has gained face from another person must reciprocate giving face. Lee
comments,
A person who has been the recipient of an act of favor: [sic] if it is
important enough, will remember it for the rest of his life. Ingratitude
is never condoned in the Chinese mind. One must always reciprocate
according to the age ole precept "favor begets respect." (2000:20)
In Politeness and Face in Chinese Culture, Song Mei Lee-Wong
(2000) examines how Chinese formulate face-to-face requests. In the
Chinese socio-cultural context, Song insists that "face" plays a prime role in
the perception and conceptualization of politeness. Accordingly, Chinese
speakers place greater emphasis on certain greetings and the use of terms of
address. Failure to use appropriate greetings and terms of address constitute
impoliteness. Thus, Chinese culture in public gives the appearance of
formality rather than informality.

Formality versus Informality
"A valid generalization about the Chinese then is that they prefer
formality when addressing one another in the course of daily life" (Hu and
Grove 1999:14). For traditional Chinese, formality and ceremony reveal
courtesy and politeness. They bring gifts to dinners, home visits, and many
other occasions. They often address people by their surname with an added
title, usually based upon occupation (e.g. Doctor, Pastor, etc). In such cases,
addressing someone in such a formal manner does not necessarily indicate
impersonal cooIness and distance (Hu and Grove 1999:20). On the contrary,
the possibility exists to have close and intimate friendships with Chinese and
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still address one another in such a formal manner. As such, warmth of
personal relationships and informality are independent variables and not
interdependent with Chinese culture.
Chinese Malaysians exhibit the value of formality through a variety of
rituals, such as, the use of honorifics in public addresses, allocations of seats
at public functions, and greetings (A. Abdullah 1996: 124). When greeting
someone, Chinese often ask, "ni chi Ie rna?" or "ni chi bao Ie rna you?"
This common greeting literally means, "Have you eaten?" or "Have you
eaten full or not?" To the casual observer, one might think the Chinese
person has offered an invitation to eat with them. On the contrary, the
question is a fonnal greeting and the culturally appropriate response is, "I
have eaten" or "I have eaten full." "The Chinese often make casual
comments about whatever another person is doing to show
acknowledgement or solidarity" (Hu and Grove 1999:26). Such questions
and comments emphasize the need to follow certain protocols before one can
move onto a more informal dialogue.
The question arises, when is it appropriate to be formal and when can
one move onto a more informal dialogue? In Chinese, the term bu ke qi
literally means, "don't be courteous." However, it is another way for
Chinese to say, "Let us be informal" (De Mente 2000:214). Even in this
sense, it is not always the case that a Chinese has extended an invitation to
be more informal. Hu and Grove (1999:17-18) allege in China, Chinese will
start using titles of xiao (young) and lao (old) when they desire more
intimate informal relationships. However, this is not always the case among
Chinese Malaysians. Even in the Malaysian context, such greetings like
Uncle and Auntie appear informal but do not always mean an invitation for
informality. So, how is one to know when a person wants a more intimate
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relationship? One answer lies in the principle behind these formal addresses
and greetings. The one speaking is to exalt the position of the one spoken to
and so be humble in reply (Lee 2000:252). Another answer to this question
lies in how Chinese people view social relationships.
Connectedness versus Individualism

According to traditional Chinese culture, people are an integral part of
the world. They are not separate entities, but are inter-connected in some
way or another.
Connectedness (collectivism) and individualism are terms used by
anthropologists and sociologists (Hofested 1980:213-260; Hsu 1983; Pratt
1991) to designate another cultural pattern. Scholars differentiate between
these two concepts in the following manner:
Collectivism is characterized by individuals subordinating their
personal goals to the goals of some collectives. Individualism is
characterized by individuals subordinating the goals of the collectives
to their personal goals. A key belief of people in collectivist cultures
is that the smallest unit of survival is the collective. A key belief of
people in individualistic cultures is that the smallest unit of survival is
the individual. (Triandis, Brislin, and Hui 1988:271)
Lane expands an understanding of these concepts. She assumes these
cultural dynamics contribute to a people's source of identity. For instance,
people with connectedness culture mindsets discover their source of identity
from their in-group members, "viewing themselves as a part of a group,
which is usually their family, tribe, or community" (Lane 2002:86). As a
result, since group solidarity is valued, "a person who is too much of an
individual may suffer social ostracism by family, work group, community"
(A. Abdullah 1996:107).

106

People with individualistic culture mindsets derive their source of
identity from their own self, "seeing each person as an individual, separate
from family or community" (Lane 2002:86-87). They display a spirit of
competition, independence, and assertiveness (A. Abdullah 1996: 11).
Simply summarized, Chinese Malaysians with connectedness culture
mindsets affiliate with a group. They say, "I did it for the group" (A.
Abdullah 1996: 11). People with individualism culture mindsets focus on
individual achievement and accomplishments. They say, "I did it for
myself' (A. Abdullah 1996: 11).
In Chinese culture, the cultural dynamic of connectedness finds its

roots in the teachings of Confucianism. Confucianism maintains selfinspection, cultivation of harmony in relating to others, concession with
others, loyalty toward others, and reciprocity to others as one's moral duty
(Hsieh 1968b:314-317). Additionally, in Chinese culture, the family is the
basic social institution and foundational unit of the society (Hsieh
1968a: 175). Generally, it is thought that if the family is in good order then
society as a whole is in good order (Hsieh 1968a: 175). Scholars
demonstrate how the concept of connectedness extends past the family to
such societal arenas as clans, associations, students groups, and work
relations (Hibbins 2003).
Traditional Chinese culture considers individualism taboo. In fact, the
Chinese word for individualism (ge-ren-zhu-yi) literally means one-person
doctrine, which in Chinese refers to "selfish" and "immoral" behavior (De
Mente 1996: 111-112). The concept of individualism sees the individual not
as an integral part of the world. Instead, the individual is independent from
the world.
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On the other hand, the concept of connectedness starts with the whole,
and comes to the individual at the end of the line. As such, the individual
person is not an autonomous entity.
In referring to large cities in China, Hu and Grove maintain,
"Western influence is especially strong, is beginning to erode the ethic of
collectivism" (1999:6). They even insist that job-hopping illustrates
individualistic values being on the rise (1999:7). Mulder adds to this debate
proposing that the economic business arena is changing traditional values
among Southeast Asians. Speaking generally, he posits that Southeast Asian
men are drawn more toward individualism values whereas Asian women are
drawn more toward connectedness values (1996:237). He further maintains
that "a father's authority may help to enforce order, its day-to-day
maintenance appears to be the mother's responsibility" (1996:235). Though
debatable, these arguments, as seen later, raise questions as to whether
Malaysia's push toward urbanization, modernization, and westernization is
eroding the values of connectedness, giving rise to individualistic values.

Tight Space versus Distant Space
People from connectedness and individualism cultures view space
differently. Individualism cultures fmd people preferring more space and
desire more distance from people. In contrast, connectedness cultures find
people preferring to live with less space and do not mind tight quarters. In
referring to connectedness cultures, Mulder insists,
To this manner of thinking, people should be close together, firstly,
emotionally, but also practically and physically, while being
supportive of each other. They derive their identity from being a
cohesive group, identifying with each other, so to speak. (1996:236)
Generally, Chinese Malaysians reside in close proximity to one another.
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Moreover, in everyday life, it is common for a Chinese friend unexpectedly
to show up at another friend ' s doorstep to either spend the night or have a
meal. Cultural outsiders sometime interpret such incidences as impoliteness
and an infringement upon one's personal space. However, this is an
incorrect interpretation because to the Chinese once a friendship is
established, people are friends for life. This connection makes it proper to
share the same space. Consequently, Chinese "expect to share their
possessions, their living space, and their time with others" (Hu and Grove
1999:45).
Time as Abundant versus Time as Limited
Chinese culture views time as abundant and "diffused" (A. Abdullah
1996:215). Time is less tangible where several things can happen at one
time (A. Abdullah 1996:215). Being rather than doing, flexibility, and being
unhurried are keynote values (A. Abdullah 1996:165).
While living in the rural areas of Malaysia, we learned about how
Chinese Malaysians view time. We would often invite Chinese Malaysians
to our home for a meal. On several occasions, guests would arrive late. At
first, such behavior and action offended us. However, in time we learned
that Chinese viewed the event itself as more important than the time of the
event. In other words, being at the dinner with people was much more
important. Consequently, sticking to a pre-defined punctual time was less
important.
Practically, as seen in the previous illustration, Chinese culture views
it okay to be late for meetings and events. Exceptions to being late do occur,
when Chinese arrive early at a new acquaintance's home. For those
exceptions, Chinese arrive early in order to show deep respect for an
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unfamiliar acquaintance. Traditional Chinese, especially rural areas, are less
hurried. Generally, Chinese carryon multiple tasks and conversations
simultaneously. Moreover, they view conversations being open-ended. As
an example, the Chinese phrase "zaijian" is a common way to say
"goodbye" to a guest or friend. Literally, this phrase means "see again,"
assuming the conversation and time together will continue.
On the other hand, people from individualism cultures view time as
limited and "displaced" (A. Abdullah 1996:214). Time is sequential and
linear (A. Abdullah 1996:138). Time is effectively used, saved, and not
wasted, as it is a precious resource. People must plan and have precise
schedules. Doing rather than being, punctuality, tight deadlines, and
specificity are the keynote values (A. Abdullah 1996: 164-165).
People with individualism mindsets expect and sometimes demand
certain portions of their day to be alone (Hu and Grove 1999:46). Schedules
are sacred so it is inappropriate to be late for meetings and events. Since
they view time sequentially, they seldom will break conversations in order to
speak with another individual (A. Abdullah 1996:214). People with
individualism mindsets fmd it frustrating and even rude when Chinese break
conversations to talk to a third party.

High Context Cultures versus Low Context Cultures
Utilizing concepts from Edward T. Hall (1959; 1976) and Wurzel and
Fischman (1994), Patty Lane differentiates between high context and low
context cultures. High context cultures operate on the following
assumptions:
• The context of an event is as important as the event itself.
• The listener is responsible for understanding communication.
• There is no distinction between the idea and the person.
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• Experience is equal in value to fact.
• Life is viewed holistically. (Lane 2002:49-56)
On the other hand, the following assumptions guide low context cultures:
•
•
•
•

The content of the message is more important than the context.
The speaker is responsible for the communication.
They and others are defined by their recent achievements.
Analytical thinking is preferred. (Lane 2002:56-59)

Several writers allude to the fact that Asian cultures, including
Chinese culture, generally, operate with the assumptions of a high context
culture (e.g. Lane 2002; Ling and Cheuk 1999; Hu and Grove 1999). On the
other hand, people from an American culture, generally, operate with a low
context culture perspective. Lane points out that knowing another person's
cultural context orientation, either being high or low, directly influences how
one person communicates with another.
A missionary teaching a Bible class asked Chinese Malaysians, "Am I
making sense? Is everyone following me?" In an American context, it is
quite okay to ask participants such questions. However, in a Chinese
context, missionaries might not receive the answer they expect and will
often see Chinese either not respond or nod their heads. In high context
cultures like Chinese cultures, the responsibility lies upon the participant to
understand the message. It is not up to the speaker to ensure that
participants understand the message. As a result, missionaries can easily
misunderstand affirmations and fail to realize that such affirmations are one
way to avoid placing anyone person in an embarrassing position. More
important, such affirmations show respect to the speaker.
In addition to helping in communication, knowing another person's

cultural context prepares one for events and meetings (Lane 2002:59). High
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context cultures, like Chinese culture, do not so easily separate the person
from the events surrounding them (A. Abdullah 1996: 105). Even more, as
delineated above, people from high context cultures have a holistic view on
life, not segmenting private life from public life. As a result, in everyday
life, it becomes important to first build a relationship before dealing with
serious business (A. Abdullah 1996: 105). Generally, meetings (both dinner
engagements and speaking engagements) open with formalities, lead to less
formal stories, and end with serious business. Therefore, the context of the
environment (the atmosphere and social relationships) has priority over the
content of the message communicated. Without the right environment,
Chinese normally do not discuss business or accept the content of the
message.
Respect versus Intimacy
As already noted, Chinese culture prefers formality. Westerners
sometimes interpret formality as lack of intimacy. To a Westerner, holding
hands, hugging, and kissing oftentimes displays intimacy. Western cultural
outsiders, as Hu and Grove (1999:27) insist, should not display such forms
of intimacy with Chinese. Although expressions of intimacy are changing,
Chinese culture displays very little public affection. One of the basic
reasons why Chinese practice formality is because formality serves as a
safeguard for helping people stay within the boundaries of the culturally
prescribed hierarchy. In other words, formality becomes a mechanism
whereby Chinese show respect for other people within the hierarchy system.
In this fashion, respect is the equivalent of love (Ling and Cheuk
1999:150). This does not mean that intimate relationships do not develop.
On the contrary, intimate relationships with Chinese are quite possible as
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long as one follows the prescribed code and protocol toward an intimate
relationship (Hu and Grove 1999:51-58).
Following prescribed cultural protocols in greetings is important in
building bridges with Chinese. If married with children, the exchange of
information about children and family serve as one bridge toward more
intimate relationships with Chinese (Bu and Grove 1999:28). However, as
with most cultures, developing an intimate relationship with Chinese takes
time and requires staying in contact (Hu and Grove 1999: 18).
Another bridge builder, also another example of formality, is dinner
banquets. "Dinner banquets are social occasions that the Chinese take
seriously" (Bu and Grove 1999:35). Actually, the dinner itselfhas a relaxed
atmosphere with many conversations taking place. Cultural outsiders should
not worry about proper protocol at these dinners (Bu and Grove 1999:36).
When the cultural outsider is invited, it is a great honor and serves as an
important vehicle for giving "face" to Chinese. If possible, cultural
outsiders should accept these invitations. In so doing, cultural outsiders
build yet another bridge toward an intimate relationship with Chinese.

Relational Problem Solving versus Theory Problem Solving
As already noted, Chinese culture resolves conflict through an indirect
conciliatory approach. Consequently, they use a relational problem solving
approach in accomplishing a project or meeting a need. In Chinese culture,
people ask the question, "Is this the best way to do it?" Conversely, people
from a theory problem solving perspective will ask, "Is this the right thing to
do" (Ling and Cheuk 1999:146). In both situations, a project is before the
people yet the project is accomplished differently. Ling and Cheuk
distinguish between the two approaches in the following manner,
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The American way of doing things says that when you face a problem
or when a need arises in a group, you make a study. You look at what
the concrete needs are, what are some of the options in solving the
problems, and which is the optimal way to meet the needs.
The Chinese way of doing the same thing is recognizing that there is a
problem. There are needs to be met. Now, as we try to find a solution
to meet these needs, how can we do so without offending anyone?
(1999:146)
As a result, in order to meet a need or accomplish a project, Chinese
massage social relationships so that harmony is preserved.

Shame versus Guilt
Some cultures are shame oriented while others are guilt oriented.
Guilt cultures view sin in the sense of breaking rules and regulations.
Because of a connectedness concept, shame cultures emphasize the need for
fitting into the community and one's environment. Hence, as previously
discussed, losing face is the result of severed social relationships. As a
result, one person shames another person. Guilt cultures, on the other hand,
place an emphasis on abiding by rules and regulations (A. Abdullah
1996:10)
Writing on the Malaysian education system from 1900 to 1941, Yung
Yuet Ling (1967) observes that Chinese enthusiasm and support for
education is due mainly to what is its moral and social value. In other
words, such enthusiasm exists because children want to please their parents
with good school grades. As previously noted, Chinese equate love with
respect. Therefore, if children love their parents they will study hard in
school. When children do not, they have shamed their parents, embarrassing
the parents socially. When questioned about a child's school performance, a
parent might chuckle and say that their child is not very clever. In fact,
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laughing often indicates a sign of nervousness and social discomfort with
Chinese (Hu and Grove 1999:29).
Simply speaking, shame oriented cultures view sin as broken
relationships while guilt oriented cultures view sin as broken law. This is
not to say that shame oriented cultures do not have rules. What rules the
context in shame-oriented cultures is not moral principles, but a set of rules,
which facilitate harmonious social relationships. Not obeying the set of
rules causes a person to be out of step with reality, with others and with
society. Therefore, a sense of shame rather than guilt pervades because the
person has disappointed family or community.
Because of a shame orientation, Chinese are anxious to please. They
use the phrase, "cha bu duo." Literally, this phrase means "close is good
enough." The meaning behind this phrase is that there is no need to be too
concerned if something is a little short or too much or too little. There is no
need to be exact in many situations. This concept of "close enough" reveals
itself in a variety of modes.
F or example, Chinese sometimes express answers to questions with
this concept. They often will not answer questions with a clear-cut answer
of "yes" or "no." In other words, rather than disappoint another person,
often a Chinese will promise to do something or agree to something that they
are unable to execute. This is always confusing and baffling to cultural
outsiders when they learn too late that a "yes" really meant "maybe" or was
just a polite substitute for a realistic "no."
The Chinese phrase "bufang bian de" literally means "not
convenient." Actually, the phrase is a polite way to say "no" (De Mente
2000:20-21). Since maintaining "face" and showing respect are important,
using this phrase places the blame on the speaker instead of the receiver.
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Patience versus Impatience
Since confrontation is a taboo, Chinese value patience. They often
repress feelings of anger even when they feel slighted or are offended.
When cultural outsiders openly express anger, Chinese view such outrages
as being impolite. Moreover, they consider such emotions as undermining
the dignity and well-being of the group plus causing the angry person to lose
face (Hu and Grove 1999:67).
Of course, exceptions do exist. When in car accidents, Englisheducated Chinese Malaysians sometimes openly express anger to the other
party involved. Other situations where exceptions exist are in public
meetings. Again, in those cases, they were English-educated Chinese
Malaysians.
Offer Assistance versus Request Assistance
Chinese find difficulty in requesting assistance. However, they are
quick to offer assistance when they notice a need (Hu and Grove 1999:137).
The concept of offering assistance comes from the Chinese focus on the
group, from starting with the group and ending with the self. Whereas, the
concept of requesting assistance comes from the focus on the individual,
from beginning with the individual need. In everyday life, visiting a doctor
best illustrates the Chinese hesitation to request assistance. Rarely do
traditional Chinese doctors refer a patient to another doctor even if they do
not know what is wrong or how to treat a patient. Connected to this
reluctance to request assistance is the Chinese concept of humility.
Humility versus Self-Confidence
Chinese humility reveals itself in concealing accomplishments and
accentuating weaknesses. Conversely, people with self-confidence mindsets
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flash credentials and accomplishments (Ling and Cheuk 1999: 151). In
Chinese culture, when people talk about their achievements and freely
express their feelings in public, they are being impolite and disrespectful.
Accordingly, in Chinese culture, "respect is earned, not conferred" (Ling
and Cheuk 1999: 154).
While visiting Chinese Malaysian communities, Chinese Malaysians
will often show respect to me by complimenting my ability to speak
Mandarin Chinese. A proper response to their compliment is "sye sye, ke
shr wo de hwa yu shr lwan she ba zao." Literally this phrase means, "thank-

you, but my Chinese is mixed up." This type of response affirms their
acknowledgement of respect while at the same time accentuates weaknesses
and reveals humility.
Work versus Leisure

To earn respect, Chinese place an emphasis on a very high work ethic.
They reward hard work, long hours, and self-sacrifice (A. Smith 2001 :2734). As a result, it is very rare to see traditional Chinese playing sports
together, going camping together, or having a BBQ together. They consider
leisure as being lazy and undisciplined. Although Chinese value work,
Chinese Malaysians are vacationing more than ever before. Chinese fill
parks exercising and even having picnics. Seeing Chinese involved in these
activities seems to contradict traditional Chinese values.
Connected to a high work ethic is the Chinese view of success.
Chinese define success in terms of how it benefits the group. Accordingly,
Chinese Malaysians equate success with "prosperity, which signifies a
secure and happy future for the family" (A. Abdullah 1996:108). Success
also means being able to perform "filial duties well or embark on

117

philanthropic activities which will enable the benefactor to gain face in
society" (A. Abdullah 1996:108). Additionally, the extended family,
community, or some other affiliation of the giver gains face.

Acceptance versus Causality
Chinese cultural viewpoints have an aversion to causal relationships.
They relegate many things in the world to predetermined destiny (Lee
2000:68). There is a feeling that to upset the balance of harmony of the
universe is to invite chaos and disaster (A. Smith 2001:162-170). In
religious terms, an emphasis on prayer and particularly that prayer changes
things does not make sense to traditional Chinese because such prayers
might cause things to get out of balance. Instead, Chinese place the
emphasis on meditation. Here, people absorb in themselves the reality in the
whole universe and do not try to change anything.

Mystical and Pragmatic versus Cognitive and Logical
From a Chinese worldview, the object of life is to become fully in
tune with nature. Thus, poetry and art are an important part of life.
Traditional Confucian philosophy is a combination of mystical thought and
social etiquette. As a result, the Chinese mind is "right-brain" oriented; it is
aesthetic whereas the Western mind is "left-brain" oriented; it is cognitive
(Ling and Cheuk 1999:153).
On one occasion as a Chinese Malaysian co-worker and I passed by a
temple, he said, "We must walk faster because I feel evil near us." I did not
feel any such evil. In fact, I had already visited that very same temple
asking people questions and making friends with them. As we continued
walking, I questioned myself, "Is he more spiritually attuned than I? Why
do I not 'sense' the evil?" The answer lies in how the co-worker and I
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viewed life. The co-worker approached the situation mystically and
pragmatically while I approached it cognitively and logically.

Organism versus Organization
Because of being mystical and pragmatic, Chinese, generally, do not
place a high value on organization. Instead, they see the organism as more
important. "Translated into everyday life, this means that the traditional
Chinese mind is basically uncomfortable with organization, red-tape,
paperwork, official and formal lines of authority, formal membership in an
organization, and business meetings" (Ling and Cheuk 1999:153).
In the Malaysian context, it is very rare to discover a Chinese church

with official membership records. When questioned why no records are
kept in their church, Chinese sometimes reply, "Why keep any records when
we know who goes to this church." Consequently, keeping and tracking
statistical data in the church is not important. What is important is to build
the relationships, and organization will follow. In other words, to get things
done, Chinese have less of a concern on organizing and more of a concern
on rapport (Ling and Cheuk 1999:154).

People-Oriented versus Task-Oriented
Because building rapport is so important, Chinese begin with people
and fmish with task. As already discussed, Chinese culture strives to
maintain social and moral order by way of harmonious social relationships.
Social relationships, therefore, form the basis on which things are
accomplished. Conversely, task oriented cultures begin with the task
wanting to cause things to happen.
Lane (2002:61-71) distinguishes people-oriented and task-oriented
cultures in terms of being and doing cultures. Doing cultures (task-
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oriented), according to Lane, value results and materialism (activities that
produce results are valued as are the people). While being cultures (peopleoriented) value relationships and quality of life (activities that enhance and
build relationships are valued).
The Chinese concept of guanxi does not have a precise English
meaning. It is best translated to mean relationship, connection, obligation,
and dependency. When people develop guanxi relationships, they are linked
together into mutual dependent relationships. Ling and Cheuk insist that,
The relationship involves an ongoing series of reciprocal changes.
One gives to another and therefore expects, at some unspecified future
date, to receive from that other person. Or, if one receives, one incurs
an obligation to give later on. What is received need not be similar to
what was given. Giving in the guanxi system is a kind of investment
upon which one may draw later. (1999:63)
As guanxi relationships continue to develop, people move from being mere
acquaintances into being ingroup members (Ling and Cheuk 1999:64).
Hence, having guanxi relationships is extremely important in Chinese
culture and serves as a means for accomplishing tasks.
The above twenty cultural patterns identify the boundaries of Chinese
social identity and reveal what Chinese value as important. Although these
cultural patterns bind traditional Chinese together, there are diverse
spectrums among Chinese Malaysians.
Diverse Spectrums among Chinese Malaysians
Among early writers who wrote on Chinese Malaysians, two are
worth mentioning. First stationed in Penang and later in Singapore, J.D.
Vaughn (1971) was a British civil servant. In 1879, he published a book
entitled The Manners and Customs of the Chinese of the Straits Settlements.
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Though reflecting a Western bias, Vaughn's work remains an informative
resource on the social life of the Chinese Malaysians.
In 1948 Victor Purcell, a historian and British civil servant, published
a work entitled The Chinese of Malaya . Adopting a macro approach and
making broad generalizations about Chinese Malaysians, his work lacked an
informed discussion on Chinese religion. Additionally, his work assumed
all Chinese everywhere were alike. As a result, his work failed to touch on
the divisions within the Chinese community, the problem of integration and
assimilation, and inter- and intra-group relationships. Considering the
circumstances of the times, Purcell's work remains a classic on Chinese
Malaysians before 1948. These early writers, both outsiders reflecting
British biases, wrote on Chinese Malaysians as though they were a
homogenous group.
In the more recent past, anthropologically trained writers began to
view Chinese as a heterogeneous people instead of a homogenous group (e.
g. A. Abdullah 1996; Lau 2003; Lim and Gosling 1983; Ling and Cheuk
1999; Suryadinata 2002; C. Tan 1977, 1982, 1984; Wang 1970). For
example, Lim and Gosling (1983) discern two kinds of Chinese identity: the
Chinese as Southeast Asians and the Chinese as "Chinese." They argue that
in the long term as economic growth continues a diminished sense of
Chinese identity and community will emerge. Mulder adds further insight
into this argument, proposing that Southeast Asians view disorder coming
from modernization, westernization, and urbanization. Because of
urbanization and modernization, Mulder alleges, "the clarity of order has
given way to unruly dynamism and a suspension of norms" (1996:230).
Consequently, urbanization and modernization is,
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a period when deserving people will suffer, when there is a loss of
good manners, when people do not know shame any longer, when
they forget their religion, when the lazy ones get rich, when the liar
gets prosperous, when normality declines, when hard work is not
rewarded. when the law is unjust, when people cannot trust each
other; in short, an age in which fools profit from their folly and the
wise suffer from their wisdom. (Mulder 1996:230)
In other words, Mulder sees urbanization, modernization, and westernization
as cultural dynamics that diminish traditional values while at the same time
bring new values. In The Modern Anthropology of Southeast Asia, King and
Wilder add another factor, positing that for those Southeast Asians who
came under the influence of colonial powers, especially an English language
education system, "worldviews were shaped to some extent by European
concepts and preoccupations" (2003:5). Lau (2003) vocalizes yet another
factor suggesting that cinemas and the media are impacting and shaping
Chinese Asian cultures, bringing a new smorgasbord of cultural values.
In speaking about Asian Chinese in general, Ling and Cheuk insist,

"as Asia is modernizing at a dazzling pace, the distinction between
Asian/Third World cultures and Western culture is beginning to fade"
(1999:115). They point out three trends that have transformed Southeast
Asian Chinese identity: (1) the Vietnam war, (2) economic advances
transforming Chinese into sophisticated urban Asians with a global
perspective and lifestyle, and (3) the East moving to the West to a global
consciousness (1999:74). Because of these trends, Ling and Cheuk
maintain, a "crisis of human values" has resulted (1999:74). As a result,
Ling and Cheuk insist, "a Chinese is more than just Chinese culture and
values; a Chinese could very well be a blend of many different cultural
flavors" (1999:133). Such cultural flavors possibly originate from
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modernization, or, as Hibbins (2003:26) suggests, from language difficulties,
no knowledge of social networks, racism and homophobia, or economic
advantages.
In Going Glocal, corporate anthropologist and Malaysian born Asma
Abdullah (1996) describes the underlying assumptions and values in
Malaysian society and among the various ethnic groups. She delineates six
common Malaysian values shared by Malay, Chinese, Indians, and other
ethnic groups: (1) collectivistic, (2) hierarchal, (3) relationship-oriented, (4)
face, (5) religious, and (6) pursuit of success. Using an "emic" approach,
she compares these traditional Malaysian values with Malaysia's corporate
business values, asserting that a clash of cultures exists. She insists,
In the march towards industrialization, Malaysians are now required

to assimilate new values, particularly in the workplace. These values
have their origins in the various forces of change which include,
among others, Westernization, Islamization, Vision 2020 and
globalization. (1996:17)
While they are required to internalize new values and practice new
behaviors which will "stretch" their ability to function, they also have
to adopt certain behavioral patterns that may be considered "alien"
and uncomfortable to them. (1996:135)
In an article entitled "Chinese Entrepreneurs in Malaysia: Traditional and
Modem," Jamie Mackie (2002) goes even farther, maintaining that a wide
spectrum already exists within the Chinese Malaysian community with some
Chinese businesses displaying traditional characteristics while others more
modern features (2002:175-194).
Wang (1970) contends such generalizations do not apply to every
place and among every Chinese. Nevertheless, as seen in the next chapter,
Wang insists that multiple identities exist among Chinese and proposes that
several norms directly influence the socialization process of Chinese
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Malaysians. All of the above arguments throw new light on looking at
Chinese and seeing the possible diverse spectrums within Chinese culture.
No matter the factor or origin, a variety of spectrums, based on different
exposures, is emerging among the Chinese Malaysians and within Chinese
Malaysian culture.
Although certain cultural patterns bind traditional Chinese together,
Chinese Malaysians are scattered across a diverse cultural spectrum.
Consequently, as Ling and Cheuk suggest, cultural patterns are thought of as
spectrums with Chinese "constantly moving along this spectrum"
(1999:124), dependent upon whether their lifestyle is premodern, modem, or
postmodern (1999:116-118). As a result, Chinese Malaysian culture
contains considerable social and cultural diversity so much so that there are
always exceptions to certain general cultural themes and patterns. As Wang
insists,
Some leaders will ask their communities to emphasize their Chinese
identities, or offer to take their followers home to China. Others will
persuade theirs to disappear as Chinese, give their total loyalty to their
adopted homes and wherever possible, participate fully in the lives of
the fellow nationals. Yet others will seek one of the many positions in
between and, from past experience, it would seem likely that the
numbers of these will remain large. For them, the meaning of
Chineseness will be found in a spectrum, and the length and breadth
of that spectrum will be determined by local needs and the place of
China in the region and the world. (1970:12)
The verdict is not in whether traditional cultural values disappear with
development, industrialization, modernization, westernization, and
globalization. Yet, such arguments as the ones above are convincing in
consideration of how Western corporations bring along "cultural baggage"
in the form of new ideas and values (A. Abdullah 1996:42). As a result, a
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kind of modern Chinese cultural hybrid (Koh 2002:356) seems to be
emerging in the Malaysian context.
Summary
In summary, traditional values by and large remain the same among
Chinese Malaysians although noticeable shifts in social norms and customs
are occurring, giving rise to egalitarian and individualistic values, thus
creating a diverse spectrum of Chinese Malaysian social identities. The next
three chapters will address this diverse spectrum of Chinese Malaysian
social identities and those factors that contribute to such a diversity of
identities. Some of those factors include population density, age and gender
distributions, declining growth rate, education, politics, economics,
occupations, living conditions, diverse dialects, peranakan and pure
Chinese, religion, and how Chinese view others.
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Notes for Chapter 3
1. Milo is a milk chocolate drink produced by Nestle.
2. In a lecture given at the 1995 Malaysia Baptist Mission meeting,
Darrell Whiteman drew this figure to describe culture as having two levels,
analogous to an iceberg.
3. In Christianity Confronts Culture, Marvin K. Mayers proposes a
similar argument. Yet at the same time he cautions that "one drawback of
such a binary or bipolar method tends to polarize, and in the process, people
are polarized, societies are polarized and value judgments slip in to support
one category over another in very subtle ways" (1974:165). Hence, it is
better to view cultural patterns in terms of a continuum. For Mayers, six
categorical cultural patterns exist in societies.
1. Dichotomizing versus Holistic
2. Crisis or Declarative versus Noncrisis or Interogative
3. Time-Oriented versus Event-Oriented
4. Goal-Conscious (Object as Goal) versus Interaction-Conscious
(Person as Goal)
5. Prestige-Ascribed versus Prestige-Achieved
6. Vulnerability-as-Weakness versus Vulnerability-as-Strength
(1974: 153-178)
He further views this type of basic values model as a taxonomy of cognitive
styles. In other words, it is a device utilizing categories of thought that
allow the observer to know the behaviors of members of any given society
(Mayers 1974:155).

CHAPTER 4
The Diversity of Chinese in Malaysia
and Chinese Malaysian Identity
Theorists of globalization have often noted that the world now
resembles a shopping mall. It resembles a shopping mall in the sense that
people can choose at will what to believe and what not to believe. On this
point, Walter Truett Anderson writes,
What gives so many people a feeling of permission to tinker with the
hallowed symbolic heritage of societies - mixing ritual and traditions
like greens in a salad, inventing new personal identities ... picking
and choosing what to believe and what not to believe? (1995:2)
In the Malaysian context, globalization is showing its face, giving

people an abundance of choices. Some choices are to remain the same,
while others are to change and choose a new way of life. In Television,

Globalization and Cultural Identities, Chris Barker (1999), a senior lecturer
on cultural studies and media in Australia, argues that globalization and all
that comes with it, like Western television shows and movies, are
proliferating resources contributing to the construction of new cultural
identities. In other words, globalization and all that comes with it is
allowing people to choose what to believe and what not to believe.
Chinese Malaysians find themselves at a place in time that they can
choose from a smorgasbord of choices and those choices come available to
Chinese Malaysians from different vantage points, as reflected through
different local contexts. As a result, as Malaysian born Abdul Razak
Baginda (2003) insists, what Malaysians valued before may no longer be
acceptable nor relevant.
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Ferdinand Tonnies (1957), a German sociologist, adds further insight
into this discussion. He analyzed the social changes that take place as
nations develop from traditional, gemeinschaft societies into modem,
gesellschaft states. He argued that a gemeinschaft society is largely based
on the customs and traditions of communities sharing the same language,
race, religion, and ethnicity. Identity of the individual is bound up with
belonging to the community. According to Tonnies, as countries develop
into a modem nation, the social intensity of gemeinschaft communities, their
relationships with others tend to open up, become freer and less prescribed.
Additionally, the whole experience of life seems to open up to the outside
and even virtually sacrosanct hierarchal relationships come into question.
As a result, social ties become characteristic of gesellschaft societies.

Treating Tonnies dichotomy as separate categories clearly does not
work in the Chinese Malaysian context. While providing some basic
contrasts, it does not accommodate variations among and within Chinese
Malaysian culture. Nevertheless, although simplistic in the original
formulation, Tonnies's discussion on social change does provide a
springboard for understanding how Chinese Malaysian culture regulates
values and how changes take place in Chinese Malaysian cultural values.
In the ethnographic snapshots of this chapter, a tendency might exist

to assume that Chinese Malaysians once lived in a world of established roots
and now suddenly have chosen new roots. A tendency might exist to
assume that all of what Malaysians valued before is no longer valued. As
UlfHannerz comments on recent theories of globalization, there is a
"tendency to resort to hyperbole ... to tell a story of dramatic shifts between
'before' and 'after'" (1996:18).
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This chapter does not propose such a notion that old values have been
thrown away and new values accepted. Instead, it maintains that some
Chinese Malaysians are choosing new values while others are maintaining
traditional values. The last chapter explored several cultural patterns that
flow back and forth within Chinese Malaysian culture. It specifically
alluded to how cultural patterns affect Chinese behavior in particular social
contexts. This chapter goes a step further maintaining that although Chinese
Malaysian culture provides guidance on acceptable behavior, new variations
of behavior are emerging at the same time. As such, Chinese Malaysians are
not a homogeneous group. Instead, they are a heterogeneous group,
consisting of a wide spectrum of ethnic identities with many co-cultures.
As stated in Chapter 1, this chapter draws data from participant
observation, the 25 Chinese Malaysians interviewed, and published
documents. The voices of the 25 interviewees are interspersed throughout
the chapter. Their voices are significant because their voices bring to life the
Chinese Malaysian context. They teach that although Chinese Malaysians
outwardly appear the same, they have different perspectives on what it
means to be Chinese Malaysian. They also teach that not all Chinese
Malaysians see Chinese culture in the same way. They teach that people
describe themselves in different ways to people, that they describe
themselves in accordance with who they think they are and how they want
people to see them. More important, the 25 interviewees show how a
person's background -

the factors that shape and fashion a person -

contribute to how they relate to others and what they deem important in life.
With the above in mind, this chapter begins by investigating more in
depth the Chinese of Malaysia. It discusses topics such as population
density, age and gender distributions, declining growth rate, education,
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politics, economics, occupations, living conditions, diverse dialects, and

peranakan and pure Chinese. It sees how Chinese known as peranakan
Chinese have adopted and adapted the local context on several levels.
Second, it explores perspectives on being Chinese in Malaysia. Third, it
looks at a model that explains more fully how Chinese Malaysians became
who they are today. Fourth, it considers two case studies, illustrating
Chinese Malaysian identity. Fifth, it explains Chinese Malaysian identity
and ethnicity. Last, it proposes that Chinese Malaysians have an ethnic
identity of being uniquely Chinese.
The Chinese of Malaysia
As mentioned in Chapter 1, Chinese migrated to Malaysia several
hundred years ago. From the time of those early migrations, Chinese
Malaysians have been a heterogeneous group. As a result, the Chinese of
Malaysia are a complex people. Their ethnic identity ranges across a wide
spectrum, subdivided into many co-cultures. Leo Suryadinata, professor of
political science at the University of Singapore, alleges that they are divided
along lines of "class, culture, and nationality" (2002:x). Teo Kok Seong,
associate professor of sociolinguistics and anthropology at the National
University of Malaysia, maintains that they are divided along lines of town
Chinese, village Chinese, and speech groups (2003 :45-46). In the next few
pages, this study will discuss some of the factors that divide Chinese
Malaysians into many co-cultures, thus revealing why Chinese Malaysians
are not one homogeneous group.
Population Density
The population density of Chinese varies from state to state, city to
city, and town to town. The states ofPenang (44.8%), 10hor (33.5%), Perak
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(31.4%), Selangor (29.4%), and the federal territory of Kuala Lumpur
(40.6%) have the highest proportion of Chinese to the total population.
While the states of Kelantan (3 .8%), Terengganu (4.7%), and Pedis (10.2%)
have the lowest proportion of Chinese to total population (Department of
Statistics, Malaysia 2001). In some cities (e.g. Penang), Chinese outnumber
other ethnic groups and are the majority people. In other cities (e.g. Kuala
Terengganu, Kota Bahru), Chinese are a minority group. The following
table illustrates the Chinese population for each state in comparison to
Indian people and bumiputera peoples:
Table 4. Population by State & Ethnic Cluster
(Department of Statistics, Malaysia 2000:8-49)
STATE! AREA
lohor
Kedah
Kelantan
Melaka
Pahang
Perak
Pertis
Penang
Selangor
Federal Territory
Kuala Lumpur
Terengganu
Sabah
Sarawak
Federal Territory Labuan
Negeri Sembilan

I

Chinese
916,704
241,444
49,067
178,277
218,338
643,129
20,794
588,693
1,230,271
560,153
24,295
262,115
537,230
9,484
211 ,914

1

Indian
179,876
116,072
3,683
39,866
61 ,353
262,121
2,610
133,693
585,368
146,621

I

Bumiputera
1,478,177
1,243,288
1,227,293
390,955
947,198
1,101 ,105
172,164
537,037
2,142,435
561 ,481

1,825
13,400
5,500
1,100
132,754

854,922
1,601 ,356
1,463,435
47,694
479,639

Age and Gender Distributions
Just as population density is diverse, so is age and gender
distributions. The following table illustrates age and gender distributions of
Chinese:
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Table 5. Age and Gender Distribution
(Department of Statistics, Malaysia 2000:5)
AGE
0-9

MALE

FEMALE

514,587

475,846

10-1 9

527,084

495,740

20-29

471 ,885

454,524

30-39

462,154

229,347

40-49

418,483

390,671

50-59

280,218

250,362

60-69

159,129

157,082

70+

80,191

104,605

Declining Population Growth Rate
Chinese proverbs speak of the benefits of Chinese having lots of
children. One such Chinese idiom states, "a hundred children, a thousand
grandchildren." However, in many situations today, young Chinese
Malaysians make such comments as "three's a crowd" and "I'll stop at two
and that's final."
Over the years, the growth rate of Chinese Malaysians has slowed,
and the numbers do not lie. Over the years, the proportion decreased,
although the numbers went up. In 1970, the percentage of Chinese to the
total population dropped to 35.6 percent, and in 1990, it constituted 26.9
percent. The 2000 census report estimates only 24.5 percent of the
population is ethnically Chinese.
The annual population growth rate among the Chinese has also
reduced. It dropped from 3.65 percent in 1970 to 2.78 perce?,t ten years
later. In 1991, it was 1.04 percent. The national annual growth rate is
estimated at 2.6 percent. The following table illustrates the decline:
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Table 6. Chinese Population Percentage to Total Population in Peninsular
Malaysia, Sabah, and Sarawak (Department of Statistics, Malaysia 1970,
1980, 1991, 2000)
YEAR

Peninsula

Sabah

Sarawak

Total

1970

35.8%

21.3%

30.1%

35.6%

1980

33.8%

16.2%

29.5%

32.1%

1990

28.7%

11.7%

27.7%

26.9%

2000

26.9%

10.1%

25.9%

24.5%

Why are Chinese Malaysians having smaller families? A few of the
common denominators are: a higher level of education achieved by women;
the high cost of bearing, delivering, and raising children; the rise in the
average marriage age; the shift from traditional agricultural-based activities
to non-agricultural activities; and a preference for a quality lifestyle
achieved by having a smaller household.
Another reason is the preferential treatment that favors bumiputeras
under the New Economic Policy. For example, the competition among
Chinese to secure a place in local government universities is stiff, and many
have had to resort to the more expensive private colleges or go overseas. In
other words, it is better for Chinese parents to have fewer children than to
spend more than they can afford as their children grow older.
Some Chinese Malaysians resent the idea that they are afforded a
lower status by the government. As discussed in the first chapter, Chinese
are afforded a non-bumiputera status by the Malaysian government. On the
other hand, the Malay people, provided at birth with the status of
bumiputera, receive special government privileges. As a Chinese beautician
stated, "Being Chinese means you have to face unfairness. Everything that
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you have, you have to work for it. The government will not help you like
they help the Malays." A Chinese clerk echoed such resentment, "We have
to work very hard because Malaysia is a Malay country and we do not have
the privileges they have." Likewise, an office assistant remarked,
"opportunity for development in education, in the business and economic
sector is unequal and unfair because of the quota system -

even though we

may have the qualifications."
Whatever the reason, the simple fact remains that Chinese Malaysians
are having fewer children and the population percentage of Chinese
Malaysians continues to decline. The declining population growth rate
reveals another way in which Chinese Malaysians are coping with the
pressures of the Islamic controlled nation. Though declining in percentage
to overall population, Chinese Malaysians constitute the largest minority
group in the country behind the majority Malay people.
Education
The education system in Malaysia provides many options but also
poses a dilemma for Chinese. To acquire certificates and enter colleges and
universities, Chinese Malaysian students need to pass an examination in the
Malay national language. At the same time, many Chinese want their
children to learn Mandarin because it is regarded as muyu, mother tongue.
Later, this chapter will look at the various education options available for
Chinese Malaysians. For now, this section will only look at the Chinese
schools.
Chinese schools have a long tradition in Malaysia. As an example,
the SRJK Tong Sian on Penang Island (also known as Georgetown) was
founded in 1897 as a charitable school for poor children (Lin 1982:25).

134

Chinese schools are both a part of the governmental national system and
independent from the government system.
In 1995, over six hundred thousand students were studying in 1,287
Chinese primary schools. Although these schools use Mandarin as the
medium of instruction, they are an integral part of the governmental national
system. They also receive state funds, and provide free education. At the
secondary level, over sixty thousand students were studying in 60
independent schools (Sin Chew Jit Poh 1996).
Politics
Before independence, Chinese played a significant political role.
However, since political power was consolidated in the period after the riots
of 1969, Chinese influence in politics has been mixed. Those Chinese
involved have sought to represent the Chinese community as a whole in full
rights for citizenship, opportunity for economic advancement, preservation
of the Chinese language and Chinese schools, and outlets for public cultural
expreSSIons.
Economics
A rich Chinese entrepreneur once said, "Chinese can buy a bushel of
apples for twenty dollars, sell that same bushel of apples for ten dollars, and
still make a profit." Such comments reinforce popular views that Chinese
Malaysians control commerce in Malaysia. James Puthucheary contradicts
such popular views. He proposes that though Chinese are influential in the
business sector, they are far from being the main controllers of the
commerce in the country (1979: xiii-xvii). Though Chinese constitute less
than 30 percent of the total population, they operate at least 40 percent of the
businesses in the country (Department of Statistics, Malaysia 2000).
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Why is it that Chinese Malaysians are influential in the business
sector? According to Redding, "Directly Confucian ideals, and especially
familism as a central tenet, are still well enough embedded in most overseas
Chinese to make Confucianism the most apposite single-word label for the
values which govern most of their social behavior" (1993:2). Confucianism
advocates the moral precepts of guanxi and xinyong. Guanxi means social
relationships. Xinyong, which stands for trustworthiness and
creditworthiness, in a real sense means meeting business and fmancial
obligations. Guanxi and xinyong are the values of Ii (propriety and
gentlemanly conduct) andjen (benevolence and human heartedness). Both
guanxi and xinyong are necessary values for the Chinese. Thus,
characteristics such as thrift, hard work, and discipline are emphasized. As
one person commented about being Chinese, it is "To strive hard for a
living, especially during my parents' days." A bank administrator remarked
that "To me being Chinese means being hardworking, intelligent, and
enterprising ... but retaining our traditional values."
Occupations
Chinese Malaysians are involved in a diverse range of occupations
and business sectors including: (1) 12 percent in agriculture, forestry,
livestock, and fishing, (2) 1 percent in mining and quarrying, (3) 22 percent
in manufacturing, (4) 10 percent in construction, (5) 0 percent in electricity,
gas, and water, (6) 4 percent in transport, storage and communications, (7)
32 percent in wholesale and retail trade, hotels, and restaurants, (8) 5 percent
in finance, insurance, real estate, and business services, (9) 9 percent in
government services, and (10) 5 percent in other services (Department of
Statistics, Malaysia 2000).
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Living Conditions
The 2000 census report estimates that 85 percent of Chinese live in
urban areas compared to only 15 percent living in the rural areas
(Department of Statistics, Malaysia 2000). The census report classifies
urban areas as those areas with a population greater than ten thousand. The
vast majority of towns in Malaysia are well over ten thousand.
In recent years, the rapid progress of urbanization and
industrialization has created a unique blend of living and economic
standards among the Chinese. For instance, as a major growth center,
Penang Island serves the fast developing northwestern states of Peninsular
Malaysia In recent years, the manufacturing sector has experienced
phenomenal growth, growing from 12.7% in 1970 to over 50% in 1994 of
the Island's gross domestic product (Penang Development Corporation
1997). Another economic market contributing to rapid urbanization is the
tourist industry. In fact, Penang is the foremost tourist destination in the
country of Malaysia.
In 1973, Penang Development Corporation (PDC) was entrusted by

the state to carry out Malaysia's largest urban redevelopment project known
as the Kompleks Tun Abdul Razak (KOMTAR). In 1993, PDC entered
another redevelopment project known as the One Stop Complex. PDC
claims that they undertook these projects "to meet the demand for civic,
administrative, and community amenities within the city brought about by
the rapid process of industrialization, thereby helping to provide better
services for the people" (Penang Development Corportation 1997).
In the past ten years PDC also began building housing facilities for
people of different income levels. They have built one new township,
Bandar Bayan Bam, and entered into two development projects, the

137

Macallum Street Ghaut project for low-income people and the Kedah Road
Complex. The new township houses approximately fifty thousand people.
Hence, housing standards are greatly diverse among Chinese. Some
Chinese live in traditional rural type housing. Others live in linked houses
while others reside in expensive and modem condominiums. Moreover,
much diversity plays out in terms of the Chinese standard of living and
economic status. Some Chinese still own small private family businesses
while others work in a variety of jobs, from common laborers to executives
in new industries and factories (e.g. Dell Computer, Intel, etc.). The
situation in Penang is similar to what is occurring throughout Malaysia.
Sociologists and anthropologists cling to different perspectives
concerning the city. Louis Wirth, a sociologist who studied the effects of
urbanism in Chicago, viewed the city as an impersonal, secular,
heterogeneous society where primary social relationships such as family
relationship break down, leading to powerlessness, lawlessness, alienation,
and anarchy (1938:1-24). On the other hand, Oscar Lewis, who followed
villagers from the village of Tepoztlan to Mexico City, argues that the city
does not break down primary social relationships but allows people to keep
their close kinship relationships (1952:31-41). Wirth's view of the city
stresses the negative aspects of the city and Lewis' view contradicts Wirth's
view by emphasizing the positive sides of the city. Both models have
application for the Malaysian context because much diversity exists in the
city, especially in relation to social networks among the Chinese people. For
instance, some Chinese relate with a kinship and hierarchal-based mindset
while others form relationships based on common interests and
individualistic needs.
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Diversity of Dialects
The many Chinese dialects spoken add to the tremendous amount of
heterogeneity and diversity in the Chinese Malaysian community. In south
Peninsular Malaysia, Chinese speak a Hokkien that is more similar to
Hokkien spoken in Singapore than Hokkien spoken in northwest Peninsular
Malaysia. In northwest Peninsular Malaysia, from the town of Taiping north
to the border of Thailand, Chinese converse either in Hokkien or Teochew,
depending on the particular town. Cantonese is the dominant dialect spoken
in the central area of the peninsula (Klang Valley and Kuala Lumpur), south
Perak state (south of the town of Ipoh and Taiping), and the southeast coast
of the peninsula in the town of Kuantan. Just north of the town of Kuantan
in the village of Sungai Lembing, Chinese converse in the Hakka dialect. In
the northeast of the peninsula Chinese speak Hokkien. In Sabah and
Sarawak Chinese speak Hakka, Fuzhou, and Cantonese. Chinese in Sabah
and Sarawak socially interact with indigenous people (e.g. Iban, Kadazan,
and Bidayuh). In the inland areas, such as Kapit (Sarawak), Chinese interact
closely with the Than and most Chinese can speak Iban fluently. In addition
to the many Chinese dialects spoken, pockets of Chinese throughout the
country converse in the national language Malay, English, and Mandarin
Chinese.
On Penang Island, Chinese Malaysian society functions as a
commercial society divided along the lines of "bangs." The Chinese
character bang means "a grouping" or a "gang." Though first adopted by
Suyama (1962), bang denotes a Chinese politico-socio-economic grouping
based principally on dialect. Thus, the various Chinese dialect groups are
more often referred to as the various bangs. The Chinese in Penang can be
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divided into several dialect groups or bangs, namely: Teochew, Hokkien,
Hakka, and Cantonese.
Unlike the written Chinese standard form, no standard exists for the
spoken dialects, so each is basically a language of its own. In his study of
the Chinese society in Thailand, George W. Skinner prefers to translate the
term bang as ""speech group" instead of "dialect group" because he believes
"it was accurate so far as it goes and otherwise non-committal." He argues
that "dialect group is unfortunate in as much as the speech differences which
determine the groups are more than dialectical in most cases" (1962:29).
Although Chinese predominantly speak Hokkien in Penang, with careful
observation one discovers no less than four Chinese spoken languages on the
streets and in the homes of Penang. This lack of a common language among
the various ethnic groups and the fact that the different language groups
have difficulty understanding each other's language and speech patterns not
only compounds the complexity of the situation in Malaysia but reveals
Malaysia'S pluralistic nature.
The Kang family provides a good example of the complex nature of
the language situation in Malaysia. The Kang family communicates with
one another in very simple Hokkien Chinese. The father only speaks
Hokkien while one son only speaks simple Hokkien yet reads and speaks
fluent Mandarin. Another son speaks very simple Hokkien yet reads and
speaks fluent English. A third son only speaks simple Hokkien yet reads
and speaks fluent Bahasa Malaysia. Meeting in their home conducting a
Bible study requires reading the Bible in all four languages. Similar
scenarios are found throughout Malaysia.
The above scenario occurs because Chinese Malaysians have several
options in the government education system. Because of the different
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educational experiences, the Chinese Malaysians are classified as Chineseeducated, English-educated, or Bahasa Malaysia educated. The following
table illustrates some of the internal diversities of Chinese Malaysians by
education.
Table 7. Education Systems for Chinese Malaysians (Tan Chee Beng 1988)
Medium of Education

Type of Chinese

Main Characteristics

Chinese

Chinese-educated type 1

Received Chinese-medium
education only

Chinese-educated type 2

Received both Chinese-medium and
English-medium education

Chinese-educated type 3

Received both Chinese-medium and
Malay-medium education

English

English-educated type 1

Received English-medium and
socialized in English-speaking
family

English-educated type 2

Received English-medium education
and grew up in Chinese-speaking
home

English-educated type 3

Peranakan Chinese who received
English-medium education

Bahasa Malaysia

Malay-educated

Comprise the majority who grow up
in a Chinese-speaking home
environment and a small minority
who grow up in a Malay-speaking
home environment

Peranakan and Pure Chinese
This study categorizes Chinese Malaysians as either pure Chinese or

peranakan Chinese. In Indonesia, the term pure (totak) is used for the
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Chinese people. No such term as pure exists in Bahasa Malaysia.
Peranakan Chinese are considered more acculturated than the so-called pure
Chinese. However, acculturation has occurred in both groups. In reality,
both the peranakan and the pure Chinese are far from homogenous.
Originally, the term peranakan in Malay meant local-born person.
Now the term has come to refer to those Chinese who have adopted and
adapted the local context on several levels. One such peranakan-type
Chinese Malaysians reside in the state of Malacca (southern peninsula) and
are often referred to as the Baba Chinese or Straits Chinese.) Baba Chinese
live in both the rural and urban areas in the state ofMalacca. However,
concentrations reside in the city of Malacca itself in the central district near
Portuguese Malaysians.
The Baba Chinese speak a language known as Baba Malay. It is a
Malay-based language mixed with Chinese, Indonesian, and English
loanwords. Baba Chinese are often seen wearing the Malay-style dress

sarong and have a uniquely mixed Malay-style and Chinese'-style cooking
known as nyonya. Besides language, dress, and food, Baba Chinese have
not acculturated with the Malay people.
Another peranakan-type Chinese reside in Penang (northwest
peninsula) and have mixed the Chinese Hokkien dialect with Malay in such
a way that people refer to the language as Peranakan Hokkien Chinese.
Mixture has occurred to such a degree that Hokkien speaking Chinese from
south Malaysia find difficulty understanding Penang Peranakan Hokkien
Chinese.
Other peranakan-type Chinese reside in the states of Kelantan and
Terrenganu and have mixed the Chinese Hokkien dialect, Malay, and Thai in
such a way that people refer to the language as Kelantan Hokkien Chinese.
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Hokkien speaking Chinese from other states find that Kelantan Hokkien
Chinese is hardly intelligible. Moreover, this peranakan-type Hokkien is not
even intelligible by other peranakan-type Hokkien speakers (e.g. Penang
Peranakan Hokkien Chinese).
The so-called pure Chinese are far from being homogenous. It is
possible to drive within a thirty-minute radius and hear several Chinese
languages being spoken. For instance, in the town of Sungai Patani
(northwest peninsula) a person can hear Chinese speaking the Teochew
language, then drive a few minutes away to another town and hear Chinese
speaking the Hakka language, then drive a few more minutes further to
another town and hear Chinese speaking the Hokkien language.
As the above discussion on the Chinese of Malaysia reveals, Chinese
Malaysians are not homogenous. Instead, they are heterogeneous with many
co-cultures residing near one another geographically. Even those Chinese
categorized as pure Chinese are heterogeneous with many co-cultures
existing side by side. Nevertheless, Chinese Malaysians form a single ethnic
cluster in relation to other non-Chinese Malaysians. Furthermore, they view
themselves as Chinese with a distinct Chinese culture.
Perspectives on Being Chinese in Malaysia
As expected, for Chinese Malaysians, the meaning of being Chinese
and having a Chinese culture is expressed at a number of different levels.
For some, being Chinese means one's ethnic label and race. In the national
language of Malay, Chinese Malaysians refer to themselves and are so
referred to by Malays as Orang Cina, which literally means Chinese people.
Moreover, the government refers to the Chinese as Orang Cina - assigning
them to a particular ethnic group. In local Chinese writing and in Huayu
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(Mandarin), Chinese Malaysians, who are huayi or "people of Chinese
descent," call themselves Huaren, literally Hua people. This is quite unlike
the period before independence when the Chinese generally regarded
themselves as Huaqiao or Hua soujourners. Qiao means sojourner in a
foreign country who may one day return to their country of origin. Chinese
Malaysians reject the label Hauqiao. Chinese Malaysians also use Huaren
rather than Zhongguoren when referring to themselves. Zhongguoren
literally means people of China. Hence, Chinese Malaysians generally avoid
using Huaqiao or Zhongguoren to mean Chinese; Huaren is preferred. In
speaking with Chinese throughout Malaysia, I have never heard Chinese
people refer to themselves as Huaqiao or Zhongguoren. In English, Chinese
refer to themselves as Chinese. Thus, the way Chinese refer to themselves
and the government given label of Orang Cina contributes to the Chinese
Malaysian ethnic identity. As one person noted, "If you're born Chinese,
you're always Chinese." Another person commented, "I have a Chinese
name, so I'm Chinese." A printer with a Chinese newspaper remarked, "I
was born Chinese into a Chinese family."
Some Chinese Malaysians view Chineseness as the culture of one's
daily life. A student stated, "Ermm ... to be Chinese is to be able to enjoy
the yummy food and get fat without being embarrassed because having a
tummy means prosperity." A Chinese speaking Christian worker expressed
it this way, "Culture-wise, I am still a China man. I emphasize Chinese
values to my children, for example, always address your elders when you
meet them, use table manners by acknowledging adults before eating."
For some people, being Chinese consists of what is perceived as
Chinese traditions, civilization, history, and heritage. A Christian worker
asserted that to be Chinese is, "To know you have a rich heritage because of
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your roots but also to be thankful for the multi-ethnic society we live in." A
cook said, "I am definitely proud to be a Chinese because of our rich and
interesting cultural and traditional background inherited from our
forefathers." A secretary said, "I feel the Chinese have reason to be proud of
their rich cultural heritage. In Malaysia, as compared to the Chinese in other
Southeast Asian countries, we are more fortunate because we have the
opportunity to study Mandarin in schools and the freedom to learn of our
Chinese culture."
Some Chinese Malaysians frame being Chinese in terms of China
today, and are reluctant to think of themselves as having Chinese culture. A
teacher commented, "We have lost our Chinese identity living here in
Malaysia." Still another person replied, "Chinese is ... there are many
different cultures in China."
The above discussion brings us back to the question posed in the
introduction of this chapter. Is it possible to say that Chinese Malaysians are
choosing a new way of life? Asked another way, are Chinese Malaysians
one people with one ethnic identity and culture? In order to answer these
questions, this study now turns to a model for understanding more fully how
Chinese Malaysians became who they are today.
A Model for Understanding Chinese Malaysian Identity
Wang (1992: 198-221) provides an interesting discussion on
understanding Chinese Malaysians. He proposes that Chinese historical,
nationalist, communal, national (local), cultural, ethnic, and class identities
overlap in a variety of ways resulting in Chinese having multiple identities.
He contends that it is,
not enough to convey the complex reality of Chinese identities in the
region. What is closer to reality is a picture of Southeast Asian
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Chinese having multiple identities. To this end, some combinations
of the different concepts may be put together and, in this way, allow
us to approach the whole subject through the idea of multiple
identities. (Wang 1992:209)
He further insists that these different overlapping identities are best
understood through the idea ofnorms,2 namely: (1) political norms3 , (2)
4

5

economic norms , (3) cultural norms , and (4) physical norms6 • In addition,
these different overlapping identities have received both external pressures
exerted on the Chinese and the changing ways that Chinese respond to the
norms and identify with the norms.
In short, when applied to the Chinese people in Malaysia, Wang's

model (See Figure 3 on page 146) advocates that each specific context
produces a variety of Chinese identities. Wickberg attests that "Chinese
have proved themselves to be among the most adaptable of peoples and that
very adaptability has now caused a great many varieties of Chineseness"
(1998:115). In other words, Chinese in Malaysia are not just Chinese but
Chinese with a Malaysian identity shaped and fashioned according to the
context in which they grew up and reside. As others (Lim and Gosling
1983) have advocated, Chinese Malaysians have many options. They can
either follow the cultural identity route (positions B to E on Wang's model)
or the national identity route (positions C to D). Chinese Malaysians can
also follow the class identity route (positions D to E) or the ethnic identity
route (positions C to B). The complexity of Malaysian and diversity of
Chinese Malaysians has produced a variety of Chinese Malaysian identities.
The following figure illustrates Wang's model:
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Figure 3. Wang's Model for Understanding Chinese Malaysian Identity
Two Case Studies Illustrating Chinese Malaysian Identity
This study now looks at two case studies that illustrate Chinese
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Malaysian identity. The descriptions of the following people reflect the last
several decades of Malaysia and how the local context has shaped and
fashioned Chinese Malaysians. This study first looks at a Teochew speaking
Chinese and then considers an English speaking professional
businesswoman.
A Teochew Speaking Man
I live in a fishing village. There are about 500 homes in this village
and all the people speak the Teochew dialect. I am 30 years old, am
married and have 3 kids. I work as a supervisor in a machine factory
in another city. The percentage of people who actually make a living
by fishing is low, but I don't know the exact number. My family has
never been involved in the fishing industry.
I asked my father when did our family migrate to Malaysia from
China. He said his father, my grandfather, migrated from Nan Shan,
China, but my father is not sure of the exact date. My father was born
in Malaysia, in Kedah state. Our original dialect is Hokkien, but the
village we now live in is Teochew speaking so that is now my first
language. I can also speak Mandarin, Malay, Cantonese, and English.
Even though I can speak all these languages, I have never mastered
anyone of them in written form. My father moved to this village in
1955 when he was 13 years old. My mother is a native of this village
and I was born here.
What is most important to me is the family. My wife, children and I
still live under the same roof with my parents; it is the same house I
grew up in. My brother and his wife also live here. This type of
family arrangement is typical in Chinese culture - it is very
advantageous. As my children grow older, my parents will help to
raise them, and I will take care of my parents when they grow older.
This is my responsibility and duty. This is our Chinese tradition and
as I grow older, my children will take care of me. I want them to have
a good education and be good citizens. When they grow up, I don't
mind if they move out of the village.
Another important Chinese tradition is religion. Almost all of the
villagers believe in the Chinese religions of Taoism and Buddhism.

148

However, religion is not important to me, it is only important to the
older people. I don't know if there is a god. In our Chinese religion,
there are no scriptures, only oral tradition. What we learn is passed
down from generation to generation. I only believe what I can see and
experience. In our village, kids between 1 to 12 years old are
sometimes noisy and disturbed by ghosts. They are taken to a
medium who is possessed by a ghost. He then writes something on a
piece of paper and then the children are healed. Sometimes devotees
of the Chinese religion will walk on fire and glass and not suffer any
harm. I see these things, but have never experienced them, so I
partially believe in our religion.
As Chinese living in Malaysia, we keep our Chinese traditions; we
have borrowed nothing from the Malays. We do not want their
culture or their religion, Islam. When you convert to Islam, you have
to accept an Islamic name, you have to live in their community, you
have to worship their Allah, you loose all your identity. My younger
brother married a Malay woman and this caused great problems
within the family. After the marriage, he did not come back home for
2 years. His wife had a baby boy and our family never saw the child.
He finally came home when he came to our grandmother's funeral, but
he wouldn't let me see his identity card to see if he now has an Islamic
name. When he dies, he will be buried in an Islamic grave, not with
our family. I do not want my children to be Muslim, I don't mind
them being Christians. I am a Malaysian Chinese, because I was born
in Malaysia.
I like my community even though it has some problems. My
neighbors help to take care of our children when we are busy. Some
of the families don't teach their children the value of education. A lot
of the boys have problems in school, but my hope is that my children
will be better.
An English Speaking Professional Business Woman

I was born into a Buddhist-Taoist family, the first of family members
to become a Christian. As far as I can recall, there was not anyone of
my relatives who professed being a Christian before my conversion in
1976. I grew up in an environment of idol worship, ancestral worship,
and strong teachings of filial piety. Such practice and values were the
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affirmation of my Chinese ancestry and heritage; they were
synonymous to my being Chinese. Being Chinese then meant that I
had to follow the faith and beliefs of my parents and forefathers
without question. After all, they were good moral values, they taught
me to be obedient to parents, be respectful to elders, to hurt no one, be
charitable, and to be a good person. Why then should I, or any
Chinese, for that matter, take on the faith of a new religion,
Christianity? It was difficult years trying to incorporate the teachings
of the Bible and at the same time living it out in a Chinese family. But
I knew my parents did try to understand. It wasn't that they were out
to condemn me or reject me. Nevertheless, the question persisted,
"How can you be considered filial if you have forsaken the belief of
ancestral worship?"
During my childhood, there were many adventures growing up with
my four elder siblings in the big old house along Kelawei Road. It
had belonged to my maternal grandparents. They were Hokkien and
had adopted a "nyonya" lifestyle. This meant that the influence of the
maternal side was stronger than the paternal. The sons married into
and stayed with their wife's family, so my father moved in to stay at
the matriarchal home (grandfather had passed away). I do not know
how or why the family was "nyonya" except that the house was filled
with Chinese antique furniture, and on the wall, big photos of my
grandparents dressed in nyonya attire, nyonya utensils for cooking for
occasions such as Chinese New Year, birthdays, days commemorating
death of ancestors, and, to the eyes of a child, an altar that reached
almost to the ceiling. Just above the front door of the bungalow hung
the family surname written in Chinese.
Contact with other races as a child was rare. But we had an Indian
gardener and an Indian driver, employed under my grandfather's
company. They stayed in quarters within the compound. Many times,
my siblings and I would run over and play with their children only to
be called back into the house. I recall a Malay man who lived
opposite the house. My mother would get him to drive us to school if
it rained. That was my earliest contact with the other races. Then
there would be the Indian Muslim visitors who dropped by to the
house to bring gifts during Chinese New Year.
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My parents were both English-educated. They valued education and
saw its importance for their children ' s future. I remember being
tutored by my mother during my primary years and punished if my
schoolwork was not up to standard. I would have to stand in the
comer, book in hand - sometimes I would even doze off standing up
and would be sent off to bed immediately. Ever since I was small, I
would hear my mom telling us that we would suffer if we were not
serious with our studies. They were also disciplinarians. My father
would not tolerate any nonsense or arguments among us children. If
we lied, the cane would come down hard on us. During outings, he
would leave us by the roadside if we argued in the car. But while he
was out at work, we would climb trees in the compound, build wigwams with coconut leaves, keep our prized fighting-spider in match
boxes, fight, and shout. He could not always spoil the fun we had.
I had 17 years of schooling and 4 years at the university. Primary and
secondary education was at the Convent. The majority of the students
were Chinese. There was only one Malay girl in our class. Her
grandmother was Chinese and she could speak Hokkien. The Indians
and Malays were in the poorer classes. So my world was still
basically Chinese. In the filling of forms in school was a column for
race. Our history books told us that we were immigrants, our parents
having left China to seek a better future. So I was Chinese and I was
proud to be one. I never thought of myself as Malaysian until much
later on.
My introduction to the Malay community began at the university.
There was the quota system for entry but I got a place. Most of the
Malays were in the Humanities, the Chinese were in the Sciences.
Lectures and readings were still mainly English; we were required to
answer only 20% of exam questions in Bahasa Malaysia. There was
subtle tension between us. They were trying to compete for academic
a~hievement; we were trying to maintain our position as academic
achievers.
The 70s were the transition from English language and forms into
Malay. We were exposed to Malay literature and nationalism and had
to know the New Economic Policy. Entering government service as a
schoolteacher, there were government exams I had to pass in order to
be confirmed. I was sent into a rural area to teach English. Only a
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small percentage of students and teachers were Chinese (perhaps only
5-10%). The Malays treated us well. We got on well together. After
20 years of government service, socializing and working with the
Malays and Indians, my induction into Malaysian society was
complete.
The Teochew speaking man says that his original dialect is Hokkien,
but now he has adapted and functions in Teochew. He also mentions that he
can speak Mandarin, Malay, Cantonese, and English. However, he clarifies
that he has never "mastered anyone of them in written form."
The English speaking professional businesswoman mentions that she
and her parents speak English as though it is just a matter of fact. She also
gives the impression that she will often adapt according to the context in
which she is placed. When she is at home, she speaks English. When she in
other contexts, she speaks Penang Hokkien. When she is in a more Malay
setting, she uses Malay.
F or some people, being Chinese Malaysian means shifting one's
identity according to the context. Chinese interviewed often said that their
sense of cultural identity shifted in different contexts. As one interviewee
testified, "If I go to an English speaking place I might say to people that I am
English speaking. But in my home village, I defmitely give the impression
that I am Hokkien speaking." Another person maintained, "When you talk
about food, then of course I'm Chinese. But when you talk about politics,
then I feel I'm Malaysian." In other words, "Chineseness" and "Malaysian"
came into play in different contexts of the person's life.
Although many Chinese Malaysians sense of identity is situational/ it
is not situational alone. The people interviewed did not see themselves as
chameleons, merely shifting to fit whatever situation they found themselves
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Rather, their cultural identity rested in their ethnic identity - their very

sense of being placed in an environment with others in their group. Thus,
they saw being Chinese and Chinese culture as belonging to their social
networks, the people most often in their life.
The Teochew speaking man felt betrayed when his brother married a
Malay woman -

someone outside his social networks. More importantly,

he saw no harm in his children converting to Christianity yet never wanted
his children to be Muslim. His sense of ethnic identity is directly tied to
what he views as Chinese. These views he received from his family
background and those closest to him.
The English speaking professional businesswoman's words echo the
same theme. She is proud of her Chineseness. She only talks of her
Chineseness in terms of those she knows intimately -

her parents and

relatives. Basically, she takes for granted that she is Chinese. She
conceives being Chinese in terms of following the faith and beliefs of her
parents, being obedient to her parents, being respectful to elders, hurting no
one, and being charitable and a good person.
In both cases, different cultural forms were viewed as the essence of

being Chinese and Chinese culture. Nevertheless, both viewed themselves
as uniquely Chinese with an ethnic identity.
Chinese Malaysian Identity and Ethnicity
Sharon A. Carstens defines ethnicity as "the organization and public
display of cultural symbols to express a group's distinctiveness vis-a.-vis
others" (1986:75). According to David Maybury-Lewis, "ethnicity is like
kinship, where people recognize themselves as belonging to the same ethnic
group and feel like distant kin, but so far back that no one can trace the
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precise relationship" (1997:59).
Ethnicity is understood as having two levels, ethnic identity and
ethnic culture. Ethnic identity refers to "the conscious cultural definition of
self and others and includes affiliation with ethnically defined groups"
(Wickberg 1998: 114). In other words, when applied to the Chinese people
in Malaysia, ethnic identity is the self-perception as well as the social and
psychological meanings of being Chinese. Furthermore, ethnic identity is,
1. what individuals or groups do when confronted with others that
appear to be somehow different,
2. a process of defining and redefming self and group in contrast to
other selves and groups, a boundary-marking and defending
exercise, but with the potential also - through redefinition - of
modifying, or even dissolving, boundaries between one's group
and another. (Wickberg 1998:114)
They recognize themselves as distinct from others based upon a
common sense of history, shared language, and religion. Ethnic identity
arises because people decide that they are members of a distinct group and
because they are lumped together and treated as members of a distinct group
(Maybury-Lewis 1997:61).
In Malaysia, ethnic identity often manifests itself in a stubborn

communality or clustering. Or, said another way, ethnic identity serves as a
defense mechanism so Chinese will form into an enclave in order to feel
secure and protected. This phenomenon has occurred throughout Malaysia.
Chinese often live in the same area of towns and cities. Moreover, Chinese
will tend to isolate themselves and often not mix with other ethnic groups at
the local coffee shops and hawker stalls. Nevertheless, they will adopt and
adapt to the local context, borrowing what they deem necessary for their
own survival.
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Summary
In Mandarin Chinese, Chinese Malaysians normally call themselves
Malaysian Chinese. The Mandarin Chinese term "Malaysian Chinese"
places an emphasis on Malaysian. Thus, this study refers to the Chinese of
Malaysia as Chinese Malaysians. This is in line with how Chinese
Malaysians actually view themselves. They see themselves as uniquely
Chinese but also uniquely Malaysian -

both with an ethnic identity that is

uniquely Chinese with an emphasis on a national identity that is uniquely
Malaysian.
For Chinese Malaysians, the government attempts to inculcate a
national identity but perhaps ethnic identity is often asserted as being more
prominent to national identity. As one Chinese Malaysian comments, "The
government and schools tell us we are Malaysian, but really we are
Chinese." However, in at least some cases, ethnic identity is not an identity
into which one was raised, but is instead one that is subsequently assumed.
As an example, the peranakan Chinese consider themselves Chinese, yet

have no knowledge of Chinese language and do not practice any traditional
Chinese customs or practices in food or dress. Instead, they observe Malay
customs and practices in dress and food. Are they any less Chinese? The
peranakan Chinese still say they are Chinese.
Chapter 2 looked at how various factors shape Chinese Malaysian
social identity, specifically giving rise to a national identity. Chapter 3
continued looking at Chinese Malaysian social identity proposing that
several cultural patterns maintain boundaries of Chinese ethnic identity.
Chapter 3 concluded alleging that noticeable shifts in social norms and
customs are occurring, giving rise to non-traditional values, thus creating a
diverse spectrum of Chinese Malaysian ethnic identities. The spectrum of
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positions proposed in this study of some Chinese Malaysians claiming
cultural roots and others lionizing choice with non-traditional values may
have existed for many years. Nevertheless, it appears that Malaysia's push
toward being a developed country is speeding the process of giving rise to
new values and behaviors.
In the polyglot atmosphere known as Malaysia, this chapter proposes
that Chinese Malaysians are not a homogeneous group -

one that defines

all Chinese Malaysians, as opposed to non-Chinese Malaysians. Instead,
Chinese Malaysians are a heterogeneous group with multiple identities and
co-cultures. Nevertheless, these multiple identities and co-cultures all view
themselves with a distinct ethnic identity - a Chinese identity.
Within each of the co-cultures of Chinese Malaysians there is some
recognition of a shared history, culture, or religion, though this may arise as
much from an external process of lumping people together with shared
characteristics as from self-defmition. As Barth (1969) contends, it is not
necessarily the common culture of a people that makes them think
themselves as related, but the other way around. As the English speaking
professional businesswoman said, "my world was still basically Chinese."
What she means is that the people she associated with were ethnically the
same as she. Once Chinese Malaysians consider themselves connected in a
particular context, those so identified develop rules, or at least
understandings, about who they are and who is or is not a part of the group.
In other words, they develop a consciousness of what it means to be Chinese
and have Chinese culture. They have an ethnic identity.
The process of ethnic identity has been a core concern for the
preceding chapter and this chapter. Ethnicity is a phenomenon found in
complex societies, such as Malaysia, where several different communities
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with different cultures must interact since they belong to a single society.
The concept of ethnicity explains why Chinese Malaysians with mUltiple
identities and co-cultures still view themselves as uniquely Chinese.
From a missiological standpoint, Chinese Malaysian multiple
identities and co-cultures raise several questions. What social identity
should missionaries have among Chinese Malaysians? How important is
language and culture acquisition for missionaries in the Chinese Malaysian
cultural context? What target group or homogeneous unit will missionaries
evangelize? How will missionaries form relationships with Chinese
Malaysians in such diversity? Chapter 7 will come back to these questions
and discuss them.
Previously, this chapter spoke of ethnicity having two levels, ethnic
identity and ethnic culture. Before moving onto the next chapter, the second
level of ethnicity, ethnic culture, needs a definition. When applied to the
Chinese people of Malaysia, ethnic culture refers to "the cultural dimensions
of individuals or groups of Chinese background" (Wickberg 1998: 114). "It
is about the clusters of emphasized values and habits unconsciously by the individuals or groups themselves -

often exhibited
that shape their

daily lives" (Wickberg 1998: 114). Chapter 3 addressed ethnic culture from
the perspective of Chinese values, specifically examining twenty cultural
patterns of Chinese. Other aspects of ethnic culture include language and
religious beliefs. K wok points out that,
Cultures - whose forms include language, religion, institutions,
beliefs, practices, and so on - are what people think of themselves as
being part of, so when overseas Chinese identify themselves as
Chinese, it must be supported that it is to Chinese culture that they
think themselves as belonging. (1998:124)
What does Chinese ethnic culture and religion look like? Sharon A.
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Carstens (1986) argues that Chinese Malaysians often exhibit strong
attachments to their local areas of residence. She contends that Chinese
culture, though diverse in nature from context to context, is often expressed
in "housing styles, dress, food, and language" (1986:80). She further alleges
that the cultural expressions, practices, and meanings of symbols are even as
diverse among Chinese men and Chinese women as they are among the
Chinese overall.
This wide diversity in the observed ethnic culture among Chinese
Malaysians is due to what is known as assimilation. Assimilation refers to
"a blending process whereby two distinct groups form a homogeneous
group" (Martin and Franklin 1973:123). Donald Horowitz identifies two
types of assimilation: one is "amalgamation", defmed as "two or more
groups united to form a larger group"; the other is "incorporation", defined
as "one group assumes the identity of another" (1985: 111 -140).
The Baba Chinese of Malace a, the peranakan-type Chinese ofPenang,
and the peranakan-type Chinese in Kelantan and Terengganu are good cases
in point of the first type of assimilation, amalgamation. They are a unique
localized culture that grew out of a long interaction between the Chinese
people and local people. Most people in this group follow animistic
practices and Confucianism so that two groups have united to form a larger
group.
The second type of assimilation, incorporation, is best seen in the
many Chinese religious expressions and practices. Cheu insists that "the
Chinese have always been tolerant towards other religions" (1993 :xvii). He
further alleges "this tolerance is unequivocally reflected in their willingness
to widen their religious boundaries, almost indefinitely, to accommodate or
incorporate other religious elements into their belief system" (Cheu 1993:
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xvii). In most contexts in Malaysia, the Chinese have widened their
religious boundary to incorporate local deities into their pantheon of gods
thus resulting in no one single system of cultural expressions, practices, and
beliefs.
Since no one single system of Chinese religious beliefs and practices
exist, the study of ethnic Chinese religious beliefs is both interesting and
challenging. It is safe to say that there are as many facets and shades of
ethnic Chinese religion as there are Chinese settlements, clans, and sub-clans
in Malaysia. Though Chinese people in Malaysia are quick to affirm their
ethnic identity, pluralism emerges in the expressions and practices of
religion. This study now attempts to identify some of this pluralistic nature
of Chinese religion discovered throughout Malaysia.
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Notes for Chapter 4
1. For discussions on the Baba Chinese, see John R. Clammer's

(1980) Straits Chinese Society: Studies in the Sociology o/the Baba
Communities, Wendy Moore's (1998a) "Babas and Nyonas" in West
Malaysia and Singapore, and Tan Chee Beng's (1993) The Chinese
Peranakan Heritage in Malaysia and Singapore.
2. Wang defmes norms as "the ideal standards which are binding
upon members of a group and which serve to guide, control, or regulate their
behavior" (1992: 198).
3. Political norms refer to "ideas of political loyalty to the state, to the
need for commitment to and participation in the tasks of nation-building and,
often in the background, to the ideals of democratic rights" (Wang 1992:
210).
4. Economic norms refer to "modem, rational standards of behaviour
that influence the conduct of the national economy (overlapping here with
political norms) and those standards regulating each group's pursuit of
livelihood and profit" (Wang 1992:212).
5. Cultural norms include "the learning of the Chinese written
language, the preservation of family ties especially through observing norms
at birth, marriage and death, and the support given to clan, district, and other
similar organizations which enhance Chinese solidarity" (Wang 1992:213).
In other words, cultural norms focus on values.
6. Physical norms refer to the "vague notions of racial purity" (Wang
1992:210), the desire for endogamous marriages, and racial identification.
7. Judith Nagata (1974) advocates a similar position concerning the
Malay people.

CHAPTER 5
The Plural ism of Chinese Religion
and Chinese Malaysian Identity
As I entered the temple, I almost choked from the smoke of the
incense burning. Looking around, I noticed no less than fifty deities. An
elderly lady began to enter, performing the normal Chinese ritual. At the
threshold, she first slightly bowed in toward the temple and then turned
around and slightly bowed out toward the exterior of the temple. As she
continued into the temple, she often stopped to worship each of the many
deities that she passed. After she had worshipped several of the deities, I
approached her, asking her several questions. The course of the
conversation shifted from everyday matters to the reasons for her
worshipping the many deities. She said that she had visited this temple for
several decades. She also mentioned that she brought her children to this
temple. I asked if she worshipped one specific deity. She looked puzzled
and remarked that she worshipped them all. She then began to say
something quite interesting. Near where we were standing stood a local
deity. She said that she came today to worship this local deity because he
had the power to wash away her sin. For this elderly lady, although she
showed respect for all of the deities, this local deity was her choice that day
in order to meet her particular need.
Thus far, this study has demonstrated that Chinese Malaysians use a
wide range of cultural expressions, some very local- such as speaking in
Malay or eating Malay and Indian food, some very "Chinese" -

such as

insisting on Chinese education or speaking one of the many Chinese
languages, and some Western -

such as eating at McDonald's or listening
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to Western music. In fact, Chinese cultural expressions are always shifting
in relation to local and transnational influences, as scholars such as Blanc
(1997) and Yang (1997) have demonstrated. In other words, much diversity
will continue to exist in Chinese Malaysian culture.
The religion of Chinese Malaysians is no different. As the above
story reveals, much pluralism exists in Chinese Malaysian religion. Chinese
religion has a multitude of stories, performances, rituals, customs, beliefs,
sacred objects, sacred places, deities, festivals, and folk practices -

all

shaping and influencing Chinese Malaysian identity. It is impossible to
examine every one of these symbolic forms.
As previously stated, this chapter draws its data from participant
observation, the 25 Chinese Malaysians interviewed, and published
documents. The 25 Chinese Malaysians interviewed shed light on popular
Chinese Malaysian religion. They give meaning to the many symbolic
forms in popular Chinese Malaysian religion. They reveal how pluralism in
Chinese religion serves as an arena in which individual identities are formed.
In this sense, they teach us that Chinese religion becomes a matter of
personal choice.
This chapter begins by citing several Chinese Malaysian values that
reveal aspects of the Chinese Malaysian worldview. Second, it defines
culture and religion, asserting that Chinese Malaysians' culture and religion
is inseparable. Third, it describes three major components of Chinese
religion, helping to understand the background of Chinese religion. Fourth,
it discusses ancestor veneration, providing a deeper understanding of how
Chinese Malaysians practice their faith. Fifth, it ties the three major
components and ancestral veneration together, highlighting and applying
them to the pluralism of Chinese Malaysian popular religion as practiced
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today. Last, it discusses how Chinese religion and a person's ethos and
worldview are intertwined, contributing to Chinese Malaysian individual
identity.
Chinese Malaysian Values
A Chinese man claimed that the Chinese Malaysians treasure SevenCs: (1) Condominiums, (2) Cars, (3) Clubs (Memberships in Golf and
Recreational Clubs), (4) Certificates (Educational Degrees), (5) Credit
Cards, (6) Children, and (7) Cash. Working long hours and often only
resting on Chinese New Year, Chinese own business ventures and many
shophouses (small shops selling a wide range of commodities) throughout
Malaysia. Chinese Malaysians strive for worldly success.
When we first arrived in Malaysia, my wife and I noticed that children
addressed my wife as "auntie" and addressed me as "uncle." Moreover,
after having dinner at a home one night, the host first offered the eldest
person at the occasion a cup of tea. Chinese Malaysians show respect for
people who are older than they.
Chinese parents spare nothing to ensure their children receive a good
education. Children attend school all day and then attend local tutoring
classes. When children do not score high on tests, they are often scolded
and shamed by the parents. Accordingly, it appears that Chinese Malaysians
bring honor to the family by good behavior and achievements. Chinese
Malaysians bring honor to their parents by following in their parents' ways.
As a teenage student said about going to the temple, "I come here with my
mother. We come here to pray! Mother says that we should pray for our
good health and well-being -

she says that the goddess of mercy will help

163

me in my study -

I'm here doing what she says." As a printer with a

Chinese newspaper remarked concerning going to temples to worship,
I'm doing it because it is our Chinese way of life - a sort of tradition
passed down from my ancestors. I have Chinese parents who taught
me and I picked it up from them. Now, I'm doing it because it has
been passed on from earlier generations. I just have to do it because
I'm Chinese.
Worldly success, respect for elders, right behavior, and good
achievements are a few of the values of the Chinese in Malaysia. Other
values in Chinese life, as Overmeyer claims, include "filial piety, reciprocal
consideration, loyalty to family and friends, honesty, frugality,
industriousness, and piety" (1981: 167). With the above discussion in mind,
"How did Chinese Malaysians acquire such values in their worldview?"
The Inseparability of Chinese Culture and Religion
Darrell Whiteman defines worldview as "the central set of concepts
and presuppositions that provide people with their basic assumptions about
reality and are more or less widely shared by the members of a culture or
sub-culture" (1983:478). Put another way, worldview serves to integrate all
aspects of a person's life into a whole system -

displayed in religion and

expressed through culture.
E. B. Tylor, "the father of modem anthropology," was the first
anthropologist to define culture in 1871. He defined culture as "that
complex whole including knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs, and
any other abilities and habits acquired by people as members of society"
(Luzbetak 1988:134). By 1945 Ralph Linton in The Cultural Background of
Personality modified the definition of culture to include "the total way of
life of any society, not simply to those parts of this way which the society
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regards as higher or more desirable" (1945:30). Ember and Ember in their
popular text entitled Cultural Anthropology summarize their definition of
culture as "learned behavior, belief, attitude, value, or ideal generally shared
by the members of a group" (1996:21). Luzbetak provides one of the most
noteworthy modem definitions of culture. He suggests culture is "a dynamic
system of socially acquired and socially shared ideas according to which an
interacting group of human beings is to adapt itself to its physical, social,
and ideational environment" (1988:74).
Desiring to broaden the established traditions of social anthropology,
Clifford Geertz espoused that the concept of culture "is essentially a
semiotic one" (1973 :5). Stated differently, culture includes the historically
transmitted pattern of meaning embodied in symbols. These symbols
compose the religion proper and are related to the socio-structural and
psychological processes of a society. Geertz sees symbolic forms serving
"to synthesize a people's ethos -

the tone, character, and quality of their

life, its moral and aesthetic style and mood -

and their worldview - the

picture they have of the way things in sheer actuality are, their most
comprehensive ideas of order" (Geertz 1973:89). He then views religion as
a socially available system of significance, including beliefs, rites, and
meaningful objects, in terms of which subjective life is ordered and outward
behavior guided (Geertz 1973:90-93).
Many different symbolic forms order and structure the Chinese
worldview. The vast majority of those symbolic forms come from what is
today labeled Chinese religion. According to the 2000 census report, the
religious categories of Chinese Malaysians are: (1) Islam (1.01 %), (2)
Christianity (9.48%), (3) Hinduism (0.28%), (4) Buddhism (75.98%), (5)
Confucianism/Taoism (10.64%), (6) TriballFolk Religion (0.14%), (7)
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Others (0.21 %), (8) No Religion (1.56%), and (9) Unknown (0.69%)
(Department of Statistics, Malaysia 2000). The government census report
only provides these categories. Such artificial categories do not do justice to
Chinese religion.
When asked what religion they believe, Chinese Malaysians might
appear confused at first and then respond with Buddhist. However, for the
most part, they follow an amalgamation of religious beliefs and practices. In
an article entitled "Chinese Religion in Malaysia: A General View," Tan
Chee Beng (1983) maintains that observers need to guard against labeling
Chinese Malaysian worshippers as strictly Confucianists, Taoists, or
Buddhists. Instead, he insists that observers should view Chinese religion as
a syncretistic mix of several beliefs and practices. Thus, Chinese adhere to a
religion mixed with Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, and ancestor worship
all together in one singular animistic tone labeled as Chinese religion
(Crawley 1986:62). So, having a "tradition of compromise and tolerance"
(Comber 1957:2) and borrowing from a vast array of beliefs and practices, it
is safe to conclude, as Leon Comber put it, "the Chinese today worship at
many altars" (1957:3).
In Mandarin, Chinese Malaysians do not have a traditional word for

religion. They use the word zongjiao for Chinese religion. Literally,
zongjiao means all the combined teachings. Jonathan Chamberlain (1987)
asserts that not until around a hundred years ago was there anyone particular
word in the Chinese language precisely meaning religion. He points out that
understanding Chinese thought requires understanding Chinese symbolic
forms. He further maintains that for the Chinese there is no way to separate
religion and life (1987:3).
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As a result, Chinese do not make a sharp distinction between religious
and cultural beliefs, practices, and customs. lnstead, they view religion and
culture as a whole system that structures and organizes their perception of
the world. In other words, life is experienced as a whole with religion as an
indwelling and inseparable part. This holistic perspective does away with
the validity of such distinctions as sacred versus profane.
The "Trinity" of Chinese Religion
Various writers have dissected Chinese religion into its three
components: (1) Confucianism, (2) Taoism, and (3) Buddhism. Some
consider such division a parsimonious method for understanding Chinese
religion (Soothill 1923), whereas others object to such a division (Tan 1983;
Paper 1995). For purposes of reducing the complexity of Chinese religion,
this study looks at its three components.
Confucianism
Being ambiguous itself and considered "not a religion in the true
sense" (Comber 1957:2), the term Confucianism stands for an ideology
developed by a man named Confucius (551 - 478 B.C.). Based on filial
piety, loyalty, humanitarianism, and familial devotion, Confucianism teaches
that people need to attain five virtues. The five virtues include: (1)jen (root
or benevolence and human heartedness), (2) yi (trunk or righteousness), (3)

Ii (branches or moral ways of acting), (4) chih (flower or wisdom), and (5)
hsin (fruit or faithfulness). Julia Ching advocates that "Confucius' greatest

merit is his discovery of the moral character of human relationships"
(1993:57). However, as discussed later in this chapter, probably Confucius'
greatest legacy for Chinese Malaysians is his teaching on the first virtue, jen.
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Taoism

Tao, an illusive word meaning "way" or "path," challenges common
sense explanation. The Tao Te Ching, the great classic of Taoism (fifth to
the fourth century B.C.), attests to the obscurity in explaining this word.
"The Tao that can be spoken of is not the real Tao. The name that can be
named is not the true name" (Palmer 1991:1). John A. Hutchison describes
tao as "the ongoing dynamic of the universe, as well as its preordained
rational structure" (1969:208). He further contends that "to follow the tao is
to follow the path of the cosmos, which leads to self realization, and to
diverge from the tao is to lose one's way" (1969:208). As the ultimate
source of everything, tao is the "power beyond power" (Palmer 1991:3)
expressed in the following saying,
Tao gives birth to the One.
The One gives birth to the Two.
The Two gives birth to the Three.
The Three gives birth to all things. (Palmer 1991:3)
Although in "One" resides harmony, tao is "the eternal ultimate, beyond
even Unity and Oneness" (Palmer 1991 :3) and harmony.
"Two" embodies two opposite interacting forces of heaven and earth
known as yin and yang. Lawrence Thompson defines yin and yang as the
"bipolarity of nature," explaining that everything has an opposite and these
opposites need and complement one another (1975:3). As opposites, yin and
yang need to work together in order to create harmony or Oneness.
Examples of opposites include light - dark, hot - cold, above - below, male
- female, and aggressiveness - passivity (Bush 1977 :6-7).
The concept of yin and yang influences the everyday life of Chinese
Malaysians. For example, they consider some foods as heating foods (yang)

168

while other foods are considered cooling foods (yin). When eating, a person
should never mix these two opposing foods. In addition, when a person has
a fever or a cough, they are not to eat cooling or cold things, such as drinks
with ice.
"Three" consists of the triad of Heaven, Earth, and Humanity, "which
is the form by which all living things come into actual existence" (Palmer
1991:5). Finally, Taoism views all living things coming into existence at the
end. Thus, the last phrase alleges that "the Three gives birth to all things."
With the above simplified explanation in mind, Taoists seek to follow
the "way" or "path" so that they may achieve unity with the ultimate tao
beyond the "One." In order to accomplish this, Taoists will either follow the
"way" ofwu wei, meaning non-action (withdrawal from the world's
temptations and illusions); take up personal quest (a search for immortality);
or use liturgy and ritual and magic.
During its long history, Taoism developed into two different ways
described with two phrases: tao chia and tao chiao. Exemplified in the
writings of Lao Tzu, tao chia refers to the philosophical aspect. Conversely,
tao chiao refers to the shamanistic, magical, divinational, and popular
manifestations of Taoism. However, the two are not in opposition nor
contradiction (Palmer 1991 :21). Instead, Taoism gradually evolved over the
centuries whereby the philosophical and shamanistic, along with other
influences, came together.
At the heart of Taoism lies the notion that people need to stay in
accord with and flow with the "way" or, in other words, stay in balance with
nature and the spirit world. Consequently, for Chinese Malaysians, an
emphasis on astrology, calendars with special days, immortality, and
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longevity are seen as helping people receive guidance and regulation from
Heaven, thus, keeping them in balance with both nature and the spirit world.
Buddhism
The life and teachings ofSiddhartha Gautama (563 - 483 B.C.), a
wandering monk who came to be known as the Buddha, or the "Enlightened
One," inspired the rise of Buddhism in India. Buddhism is not just one
system of beliefs and practices understood everywhere and practiced in the
same way. After twenty-five hundred years and adaptation to many
different cultural contexts and individual needs, Buddhism encompasses a
wide variety of beliefs and practices.
Buddhism consists of two major traditions: Theravada (the Way of
the Elders) and Mahayana (the Great Vehicle).l The predominant form of
Buddhism in Malaysia, Mahayana, is not only divided into sects, but each
sect takes a variant form in each of the societies in which it is practiced.
The Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha (the monastic order) serve
as resources for worldly prosperity. The Buddha, who is purported to be the
great teacher and example of one who attained nirvana, exemplifies
meritorious deeds, purity, wisdom, and compassion. Thus, he protects,
heals, and serves as a reservoir of power. When chanted and recited, the
Dharma controls and channels the forces of nature, transferring merit from
the living to the dead, and protecting against disease and the attack of wild
animals. Due to their position as regulators of the Dharma, the Sangha,
when approached, serve as another reservoir of power to heal, protect, and
bless those who are still enslaved in the world of suffering.
The Buddha taught that suffering does not come from "the natural
environment, human society, or the actions of a supernatural force, but
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humans themselves" (Lester 1987:13). More specifically, the cause of
suffering is karma - the force of a person's thoughts, words, and deeds.
The consequences of a person's thoughts, words, or deeds can either
lead to meritorious karma (punya karma, or good karma) or demeritorious
karma (papa karma, or bad karma). Meritorious karma produces happiness
in a life filled with good health, long life, high status, wealth, power, and
rebirth in a heavenly realm of great pleasure. If a person's thoughts, words,
or deeds produce meritorious karma, then enlightenment will occur,
resulting in total freedom from suffering or nirvana. Demeritorious karma
produces unhappiness in a life filled with poor health, lack of wealth and
status, untimely and perhaps violent death, and rebirth as a subhuman being.
The law of karma necessitates belief in reincarnation. People live
because of accumulated karma from previous lives and accumulated karma
at the end of this life will cause yet another life. Thus, reincarnation can
occur on numerous levels of life-forms as illustrated below.
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The Sixfold Hierarchy of Beings
The Realms of the Gods - 22 levels, above the earth, e.g.:
Sublime Gods
Richly Rewarded Gods
increting
Radiant Gods
Great Brahmas
ple~ure
Satisfied Gods
The 39 Gods (of Brahmanism)
The Realm of Humans - mixed pleasure and pain
The Realm of Demons, in atmosphere, near the earth
increising
The Realm of Hungry Ghosts, on the earth
p in
The Realm of Animals
The Realm of hell-dwellers, below the earth (Lester 1987:36-37)

In order to escape suffering, some Buddhists emphasize selfunderstanding through meditation, others emphasize good deeds, and still
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others emphasize the worship of the Buddha all with an ultimate goal of
attaining nirvana -

freedom from suffering. The path to nirvana, known as

dharma, is found in the Four Noble Truths and by following the Eightfold
path.
1.
2.
3.
4.

The Four Noble Truths
Existence is unhappiness.
Unhappiness is caused by selfish craving.
Selfish craving can be destroyed.
It can be destroyed by following the Eightfold Path:
Right understanding, Right purpose (aspiration), Right speech,
Right conduct, Right vocation, Right effort, Right alertness,
Right concentration. (Burtt 1982:28)

To generalize, Buddhists pursue worldly prosperity and strive for
rebirth in heaven and ultimately nirvana by producing good karma. Karma,
as the force or energy produced by thoughts, words, and deeds, causes
pleasure and pain and rebirth in heaven, on earth, or in hell. Good karma or
merit derives from deeds of charity, moral discipline, meditation, prayer, and
chanting. Producing good karma ultimately achieves nirvana, which
controls the forces of nature, facilitates harmonious relationships, eases the
burden of life's transitions, protects the person, relieves the misery of souls
suffering in hell or as wandering ghosts, and attains a favorable rebirth.
It is said that Chinese are "Confucians in action and Taoists in

contemplation" (Ching 1993:85). If that is the case, then it could be said
that Chinese are Buddhist in practice. Thus, Confucianism adds the moral
and ritualistic teachings, Taoism adds the theistic and polytheistic
philosophy, while Buddhism adds the devotional and mystical practices to
Chinese religion. Chinese religious practices today find root in the blending
and borrowing from the ancient traditions of Confucianism, Taoism, and
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Buddhism. Ancestor veneration and the fear of spirits add a fourth
dimension to Chinese religion.
Ancestor Veneration
Chinese religion throughout Malaysia faithfully acknowledges filial
piety to ancestral spirits. Every morning most Chinese carefully approach
2

the domestic altar that holds the ancestral tablets and photographs of their
ancestors. They offer incense in order to show respect (bai bai)3 for the
ancestral spirits. On the anniversaries of the ancestral spirits and other
special occasions, they offer food on the altar to show continued respect.
Occasionally, they burn imitation paper money in a ritualistic fashion just
outside the front door of their home in order to display respect to the
4

ancestral spirits. Consequently, they structure life around requesting special
blessings from ancestral spirits in order to avoid punishment.
The Origins of Ancestor Veneration
Scholars have proposed several different theories as to the origin of
ancestral veneration. In the nineteenth century, many scholars felt that
historical evidence revealed the existence of one primitive religion for all
humankind. One such scholar includes the Englishman Herbert Spencer
5

who considered ancestral veneration the root of every religion. The French
sociologist and China scholar Marcel Granet proposes another theory as to
the origin of ancestral veneration. He insists that ancestral veneration does
not find its origins in the root of every religion. Instead, he contends that
ancestral veneration originated later. He maintains that ancestral veneration
emerged from an earlier association with holy places and appeared only
when societies were more developed (1975:53). Julia Ching proposes a
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third theory as to the origin of ancestral veneration. She alleges that
ancestral veneration arose "out of psychological needs or attitudes, including
the fear of the deceased, as well as feelings of piety toward them" (1993:18).
Whatever the origin of ancestral veneration, the simple fact remains
that Chinese Malaysians show great respect for their deceased ancestors.
Tan Teik Beng, a Chinese Malaysian writing for the Malaysian Buddhist
Missionary Society, mirrors this contention. He insists that "more than any
other people in the world, the Chinese are obsessed with the dead" (1988:2).
The Practice of Ancestor Veneration by Chinese Malaysians
Most Chinese Malaysians practice filial piety for their parents and
ancestors. They provide for their parents while they are alive, and pray to
them and look after their graves when they die. They call this practice sheng
yang si zang literally meaning "alive feed, bury dead." Writers of Chinese

religion commonly label this practice ancestor veneration.
The practice of sheng yang si zang does not center around rituals in
the temple. Instead, it begins the moment an ancestor dies with funeral rites
and burial ceremonies. Rituals are then performed in the home in order to
show continued respect for parents and ancestors.
The Cultural Dynamics of Ancestor Veneration
At least four interrelated cultural dynamics contributed to this high
regard for ancestors. First, fmding its root in Confucianism, Asian culture
insists that age demands respect. From the moment of birth, Chinese
Malaysian children are taught to show respect to elders. Parents insist their
children address all elders, even those unrelated to them, as uncles and aunts.
Second, the teachings of Confucianism reinforce devotion to the
deceased. Although each one of the five virtues were viewed as important,
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Confucius considered the attainment of jen, the first virtue mentioned in the
above discussion on Confucianism, as the highest expression of human
fulfillment. Authors have translated the wordjen in a variety of ways in the
English language but the most common translation of jen is benevolence. In

The Spirit afChinese Culture (1947), Francis C. M. Wei insists that
translatingjen with the English word benevolence is unsatisfactory. Wei
6

suggests the wordjen is ''the virtue of man, using the term 'virtue' in the
sense in which Plato and Aristotle used it" and is therefore best translated as
''the virtue of perfect humanity" (1947:59-60).
Desiring to attain jen, Chinese need to fulfill their moral and social
obligations in the world. Confucius taught that one of these moral and social
7

obligations encompassed filial piety (xiao). It has been said that Confucius'
teachings emphasize that a Chinese's "whole service is expected to be
devoted to the family until death" (Noss 1974:280). One Chinese suggests
that "by the principle of filial piety the whole world can be made happy and
all calamities and dangers can be averted" (Chen 1920:20).
A third cultural dynamic contributing to the high regard for deceased
ancestors centers in belief of an afterlife. Referring to ancestral veneration,
Julia Ching contends that "behind the cult stands the belief in survival after
death, in whatever form that might be" (1993: 18).
Deeply embedded in the Chinese worldview resides a belief in the
afterlife. Arbuckle alleges that since the time of ancient China, Chinese
have seen death "as no more than one part of a seamless whole, a universal
order that should be approached and apprehended in proper sequence"
(1997:107). For Chinese Malaysians, the line between life and death is as
fluid as the line between the visible and invisible. Life and death are not
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really separate realms but interpenetrate each other. In other words, Chinese
8

view death as a part of a never ending story of existence where rebirth into
another life occurs through proper respect and reverence for this world's
social order. Therefore, as Chinese follow the designed social order of filial
piety, their soul thwarts punishment and could possibly attain immediate
rebirth.
Laurence Thompson (1979:10-13) proposes that both Taoist and
Buddhist concepts of the soul and the afterlife influence and reinforce
Chinese ancestor veneration and the fear of spirits. Taoism teaches the
concepts of yin and yang. Yin and yang produce both material and spiritual
manifestations in the world. A person is a combination of both yin and
yang. When a person dies, the person's yin returns to earth and their yang
ascends to heaven. If a person's yin is properly appeased during burial rites,
then their soul (P'o) rests peacefully in the grave. If their yin is not properly
appeased, then their soul (P'0) returns as a gwei, meaning demon, devil, or
ghost.

9

The person's yang soul called hwun sends down blessings to the
surviving family members. These blessing hwun guarantee reward and
benefit for the worshipper. On the other hand, the worshipper should fear
bad or punishing ancestral spirits (gwei). These bad ancestral spirits are
commonly known as hungry ghosts. They "have no living relative to care
for them, and tum vicious to get attention and offerings" (Ching 1993:213).
Chinese Malaysians usually consider the bad ancestral spirits as victims of
violence, spirits of unmarried women, children who died at an early age in
life, or just abandoned spirits (Jordan 1972:31-38).
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Buddhism emphasizes karma, rebirth, and purgatory. In popular
religion karma functions as a merit and demerit system. Thompson alleges
that a merit system seems practical to Chinese folk religion because it
answers the question of why one should attain the five virtues of
Confucianism (1979:12). Chinese believe that the more good they do, the
more possibility exists for them to pass directly into a new birth. Whereas,
the more evil they commit, the more punishment they face in purgatory. In
order to avoid such punishment, they need to fulfill their social obligation of
filial piety.
A fourth cultural dynamic that precipitates Chinese devotion to
deceased ancestors is the concept oflosing face (mei you myan). Losing
face primarily involves disgracing one's family heritage. When Chinese
Malaysians lose face, they suffer certain consequences of punishment or
ostracism. This punishment or ostracism encourages Chinese to fear (wei

jing) their deceased ancestors. 10 Tan Teik Beng contends,
While the more sophisticated Chinese regarded this Ancestor Worship
as a kind of respect for the dead and a way of showing their love of
continuing tradition, for the average Chinese, it indicated a fear of the
dead - a terror that the spirits of the dead might return to harm the
living if they were not accorded proper care and attention. (1988:2)
Chinese Folk Religion
Over the course of Chinese history, the traditional religions, notably
Taoism and Buddhism, drifted into a popular religious mix. Confucianism
also made a contribution to the mix of Chinese religion with its emphasis on
filial piety and its correlate ancestor veneration. These religions combine to
form Chinese folk religion today.
Rowthom provides a good description of Chinese folk religion,
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At the first level Chinese religion is animistic, with a belief in the
innate vital energy in rocks, trees, rivers, and springs. At the second
level people from the distant past, both real and mythological, are
worshipped as gods. Overlaid on this are popular Taoist, Mahayana
Buddhist, and Confucian beliefs. (2001:57)
Chinese Malaysian folk religion is typically future directed and serves
to ensure a peaceful and blessed life; it is not directed to a sinful past, and
certainly not if those sins consist of infractions of abstract principles and
commandments. Thus, folk religion is first and foremost pragmatic in its
approach.
The Chinese Malaysian folk religious practices are concerned with
individual potency, protective blessing, and protection from danger and
misfortune. The potency is thought of in anthropomorphic terms. More
importantly, it is supplicated and manipulated, which is to say, humans
know the attributes of the various manifestations of power, and how to deal
with them. As a result, a person can tap into the various manifestations of
power through divination, mediums, geomancy, temples, deities, and
festivals.
Divination and Mediums
Julia Ching defmes divination as "the search for understanding about
the future, by a human being who relies on the wisdom of a spirit, through
the mediumship of a diviner" (1993 :26). Chinese Malaysians use a huge
variety of symbolic forms for divination purposes. A few of those symbolic
forms include dreams, hunches, consulting with the dead, and reading the
stars. Even so, for most Chinese Malaysians, the symbolic forms of people,
known as mediums, and objects are the most popular forms for divination
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purposes and more specifically for the purpose of satisfying the Chinese
quest to lrnow the future.
Chinese Malaysian mediums often go into trances, allowing spirits to
possess and speak through them. Their trances vary depending on the
importance of the occasion. Even the souls of the dead are summoned
through the medium to speak to their descendants.
On Penang Island, there are numerous mediums. One such medium is

Mr. Koay Kim Choon. I met this medium in 2002. Over the course of
several visits, he agreed to be interviewed. In a real sense, his services offer
a smorgasbord of deities. His confessional case study follows:
Born in the year of the Tiger [1950], I was given the name Guo Jing
Chun [Koay Kim Choon]. I am the youngest in a Chinese family of
nine children. My father and mother came from the Fujian province
in China. Four of my siblings - two brothers and two sisters - were
born in China while the rest of us - four boys and two girls - were
born on Penang Island. However, one sister died some years back. I
am no longer in contact with two brothers and a sister who now live in
China.
My family was very poor and lived in a place called Surname Koay
Bridge by the seaside of Third Street on Penang Island. I had a hard
childhood, experiencing poverty and misfortune. I am hard of hearing
since childhood. That is why I talk very loud. People always think I
am a violent and harsh person because I talk so loud. I had very little
education and the only skill I possess is putting plaster on walls and
ceilings. I free-lanced for many years plastering cement in the
building industry.
I was brought up to remain faithful to the traditional Chinese religion.
The lifestyle of the whole family was governed by Chinese religious
rules and regulations. Being Hokkien we prayed to our guardian deity
Guo Cheng Wang [Koay Seng Ong] for protection and peace. We
also visited other deities in temples to seek for better life and peace.
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I can invite various Chinese deities to come into my body. In fact, in
earlier years an elder brother and sister were told by the deities that I
have a little lamp on my forehead and that I would become a Chinese
medium.
In 1980 while working in Singapore, I came into contact with this
experience for the first time. I was helping with a Chinese medium's
consultation session when I saw a "dark and glassy" figure trying to
communicate with me. Sharing this encounter with people who had
long and much experience, I was told that the deities wanted to come
into my body.
The Chinese medium in Singapore taught me the "know-how" and the
"what's what" of a Chinese medium's activity. Then I began to invite
deities into my body in order for people to consult the various deities.
In every encounter, I would come face-to-face with a "cloudy" figure
and then I would lose control of myself. Although I was conscious, I
was not aware of the things that were happening during the
consultation. It was a kind of "knowing" experience. When I try to
tell others about these experiences, I have trouble doing so. In the
first place, I can fmd no human words adequate to describe these
experiences. Then when the deity leaves my body I would wake up
feeling very tired.
I have served many deities and many miniature god statues are found
in my house. Those desiring consultation can invite anyone of them
into my body. However, the most common deities that I invite into
my body for people to consult are: Ta Po Kung and Chi Gong [Not
So Pious Monk]. The deity Ta Sheng Ye [Master Monkey] use to
possess me but he has not visited me for a long time.
Before a consultatio~ I sit down on a "special" [his emphasis] chair
and call out the name of the deity that the person wants to invite. The
deity comes and takes control of my body and senses. My assistants
communicate with the deity. Afterwards the assistants need to
conduct a procedure of sending off the deity. Nobody ever knows if
the deity is actual the deity or the deities' emissaries. Sometimes,
deities will pass by and come into me. I must pay respect to these
deities as if they have authority.
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Others have told me that during consultations I sometimes spoke in
other Chinese languages. Those languages I have not learned. They
include Teochew and Mandarin. One time I even spoke
Shanghainese. On other occasions, I speak in Hokkien, which is my
mother tongue. However, if the deity speaks in a language that is not
known to any of my assistants, then the assistants will ask the deity to
go away.
When I was more active, I could even predict things for people and
talk to the deities. On one occasion I pleaded with success to the Tian
Gong [Heavenly Palace] to send the dark clouds away so that the rain
would not fall while we waited for our freshly cemented work to dry.
There are many Chinese mediums living in Penang Island for people
to consult. I am not at a temple and thus the competition is great.
Now I restrict my consultation hours at home and render my services
for friends and people who are introduced by friends and family.
In addition to mediums, Chinese Malaysians use a number of

symbolic objects for divination purposes. For example, one of the earliest
and most respected of Chinese books is the I Ching or Book of Changes.
Chinese use this book exclusively for divination purposes. The book is so
popular that many bookstores throughout Malaysia have this book on the
shelf for sell.
Chinese also use a pair of kidney-shaped divining blocks as a
symbolic object for divination purposes. While in temples, Chinese will toss
these divining blocks in the air. The landing of the blocks provides an
answer to questions that the Chinese ask the ancestors, spirits, or even
deities.
By including objects in a building under construction, one can cause
certain effects on the owner and other inhabitants (Eberhard 1970:49).
Others hang objects to protect the household or attract things to the house.
Chinese often place the pakua, or Eight Diagrams, outside the main door to
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ward off evil. Mirrors placed above entry doors also ward off evil spirits so
that when the evil spirit sees itself, it is scared and goes away. All such
symbolic objects are strategically placed in buildings and homes based on
the concept known as feng shui and the advice of the expert professor of
geomancy.
Geomancy
Geomancy, or feng shui (wind - water), is the Chinese technique of
judging or manipulating the environment. According to Evelyn Lip, an
architect and noted authority on the subject, feng shui is the practice of
divining or controlling the future for good or bad by harnessing the powers
of nature (1984:2). It involves achieving a balance and harmony between
the physical and spiritual world. I I C. K. Yang suggests that the practice of
geomancy developed from the concept of yin and yang in Taoism based on
the interplay between geographical location and human events (1961 :263).
As previously discussed, yin and yang, two opposite forces in the

universe, shape and balance all of life. Always in tension and in a state of
flux, yin and yang are present in the moon, rain, floods and sun, stars, earth
respectively. Geomancy allows divining of yin and yang in the landscape
and the detection of sheng qi, or cosmic breath to give people life, luck, and
success (Lip 1986: 16).
The basic concept of feng shui revolves around the symbolic forms
that are found in the feng shui practitioner's compass.
South refers to summer and life; north - winter and death; east spring and harmony; west - autumn and harmony. The front door of a
house or temple is always assumed to be facing south no matter what
the true direction is. The forces of Yin and Yang also appear in the
equation. Summer is the seat of Yang, the male principle, while north
is the seat of Yin, the female. (Chamberlain 1987:4)
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The practice of geomancy is popular among Chinese Malaysians
regardless of their financial status. Both the rich and the poor seek the
council of expert professors of geomancy to detennine the proper location of
graves and homes, arrangement of furniture in an office, as well as the
direction and design of windows and doors. Chinese builders often use the
practice of geomancy to determine the proper site and placement of
buildings. Even Chinese temples are not excluded from the rules of
geomancy.
Temples l2
Temples rest in geographical positions that are deemed free of evil
influences. In addition to being placed at a proper location, Chinese temples
symbolically express the Chinese worldview. Evelyn Lip claims that
temples "are not designed to meet just form and space requirements"
(1986: 1). Instead, the temple architecture "serves a purpose in the rituals
performed by the temple devotees" (Lip 1986:2). For instance, colors,
decorations, sculptures, and the entire composition of the temple are
carefully chosen so as to capture an image of power over evil. 13
Hence, Chinese temples play an important part in the life of Chinese
Malaysians. During festivals and special days, temples conduct musical and
theatrical performances. Always open during the day, temples are accessible
for devotees to come and go as they like in order to entreat the various
deities.
It is difficult to tell the difference in religious affiliation of a temple.

Nevertheless, depending on the prominent deity in the temple, classification
of temples falls under Buddhist, Taoist, or syncretistic. Thus, as expected,
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many Chinese Malaysian temples have Buddhist deities alongside Taoist
deities with possibly an image of Confucius in the temple also.
Syncretistic temples are too numerous to discuss in this study. Two
that I have visited include Wu Jiao, The Five Teachings, and Wu Ling Fu,
House of the Five Spirits. Wu Jiao places the deities [this is what they call
them] of Allah (Muslim), Jesus Christ (Christian), Kuan Yin, Confucius, and
Lord Mulgran (Hindu) on the altar. People are given a choice of who they
want to bai bai (worship).
Concerning the Wu Ling Fu temple, it was extremely difficult to
attain information. The prominent deity appeared to be Wu Jiang Ye [The
Five Grand General]. The owner of the temple is Cheng Cheng Le He Jia
[Tan Seng Loke & Family]. It is located in the Pantai Molek area on Penang
Island. The medium would not allow me to interview him. A lady screens
all visitors. Other than their own regular devotees or visitors by way of
introduction she would not entertain other visitors. She is quite conversant
in the English language. She claimed they knew nothing about Wu Jiang Ye
[The Five Grand General] and asked me to share with them any information
I had on the deity. She said that they are just a group of devotees loyal to the
medium and his authority from heaven. Before I met the lady, I talked with
two devotees. They are not clear about their faith yet they are willing to
come and seek blessing and guidance from the medium. One devotee said
the medium is English-educated and is an engineer in his early forties.
Previously he did not believe in any Chinese medium's activity. However,
on one occasion, he had a face-to-face encounter with a spiritual being,
which caused him to seek help at a temple. The person at the temple told
him to devote his body to Wu Jiang Ye. Another devotee said that he was
not sure of the storyline behind these deities but he knows that Wu Jiang Ye
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is actually the five disciples of a certain deity. I gathered from the items
displayed on the altar and its surroundings that they have no less than ten
other deities on display. However, significant are five flags that are central
to their worship area. Apparently, these five flags represent the five spirits
of the grand generals.
Joss and Deification
Chinese believe in many spirits, devils, gods, goddesses, and demons
-

each with its own power and ability to grant favors or misfortunes.

Known as shenism, this belief in many spirits has its origin in two Chinese
concepts: (1) the concept ofjoss (luck) and (2) the Chinese belief in
deification.
One of the most important unpredictable factors affecting Chinese
everyday life is the concept of joss. Chinese believe that life is fated but a
person can change their good or bad luck by appeasing the appropriate god
or spirit. Chinese Malaysians believe their general fmancial standing is very
much predestined. However, it is believed that they can influence luck
through ritual practices applied to the appropriate god. Thus, it is through
ritual that Chinese Malaysians expect the god to influence joss in their own
favor. Accordingly, a pantheon of gods l4 and spirits encompass Chinese
folk religion.
In addition to the concept of joss, the Chinese belief in deification has
contributed to the pantheon of gods. A Chinese can achieve the status of
god through deification by others (Gullick 1955:4; Middlebrook 1951 :22;
Newell 1962; Seaman 1978;). As Goodrich (1964:6) suggested, "it was the
virtue within them that was deified." In a real sense, as Overmeyer alleged,
"the characteristic gods of Chinese popular religion are human beings
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deified over time" (1981: 166). As an example, in Malaysia during the
nineteenth century, Kapitan Yap Ah Loy deified two of his friends (Gullick
1955:4; Choo 1968:197; Middlebrook 1951:22).
As previously mentioned, Chinese believe death is not final. When a
person dies, they go to hell or a better term is purgatory. No one can escape
purgatory. Purgatory is the place where everyone has to pass on their way to
heaven. On the other hand, heaven is where the gods live. As long as
family members appease the gods and offer the proper ritual in relation to
ancestor worship, then the dead ancestor will spend less time in purgatory.
As a result, the dead ancestor will either reincarnate into another living

person or be deified by the ritual acts of the living relatives. Overmeyer
contends that "the veneration of ancestors in particular provides the context
from which deified human beings become new gods for the popular
pantheons" (1981: 165). With such a belief, it is conceivable for many
people to one day reach the status of deity. As a matter of fact, the number
of gods is potentially infmite. That is exactly what has happened within
Malaysia.
Consequently, Chinese religion functions with a very pragmatic
approach. As long as a person appeases the gods through proper rituals, then
their requests and needs are met with the resultant influence of causing joss
to fall in their favor. In addition, as long as an individual is in proper social
standing with others, including family and other people, then the possibility
exists that a family member or another person will bestow the status of god
upon them after their death. Thus, Chinese religion is very pragmatic and
individualistic in nature. All of these values are brought about through a
variety of rituals performed either in a temple, on the side of a road, in a
home, or any other place deemed appropriate.

186

Deities
As expected, due to joss and deification, Chinese Malaysians have a
variety of gods. Chinese have even placed local Malay deities in their
pantheon of gods (Choo 1968). So many gods and spirits exist that it is
impossible to discuss all of them in this chapter. As a helper in a temple
remarked, "They [Chinese Malaysians] can pray to any god in this temple
-

we have so many of them in this temple - all they have to do is to buy

'joss sticks and joss paper' from the counter and perform their worship."
Basically, this helper was saying, "Why take the chance of not appeasing the
proper god or spirit. It is better to appease all of them and not offend any."
It is a matter of personal choice who you worship, why you worship, and

how you worship.
Three of the deities worshipped more by Chinese Malaysian include:

Kuan Yin, Tian Hou, and Ta Po Kung. Kuan Yin first appeared in the
preaching of the Gautama Buddha in the fifth century B. C. One legend of
Kuan Yin contends that she was a real person, named Miao Shan, who lived
during the Zhou dynasty. In an effort to convert her father - a blind Indian
prince - to Buddhism, the legend maintains that she instructed him to
swallow the eyeball of one of his children in order to restore his sight.
However, her father's children refused to consent to the sacrifice.
Therefore, Kuan Yin created another eye. The father swallowed the eye and
immediately regained his sight.
Another legend ofKuan Yin suggests that she was the daughter of a
ruler of the Zhou dynasty. She desired to become a nun. However, her
father had other wishes. When his efforts failed, he ordered her to be
executed for disobeying his wishes. The executioner, feeling sorry for her,
caused his sword to break into a thousand pieces. Her father then ordered
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her suffocated. When she died and arrived in hell, the flames burst into
blooms. Y ama~ the presiding officer of hell, was impressed with her bravery
and ordered her sent back to earth. A lotus flower then carried her to Putu
Island, off the east coast of China. When her father fell ill, she returned to
him and healed him. Finally, the father recognized the goodness of her
desires and ordered a statue be built in her honor.
15

Kuan Yin's Chinese title ,Goddess of Mercy, means "she who
always observes and pays attention to sounds" (Lip 1986:22). She is said to
always hear and answer prayers. Kuan Yin is usually depicted to have a
thousand arms and a thousand eyes. She is seen as a goddess that provides
"all kinds of favors: to beget children, to become wealthy, to have good
fortune and good health" (Lip 1986:23). Therefore, Chinese offer prayers to
Kuan Yin "to show their gratitude, in their traditional way, for the
prosperity, longevity, and offspring they have been blessed with in the past
year and to request for continuance of such blessings in the coming year" (T.
Tan 1988:60-61). As an elderly Chinese speaking housewife explained,
I come to give thanks to the Goddess of Mercy. I was semi-paralyzed
after a stroke at age thirty. I suffered from paralysis on one side of my
body and lost my speech. Many of my relatives and friends told me
about the kindness of the Goddess of Mercy and that I should pray to
her for help. I did and I fully recovered. That is why I come here on
the first and fifteenth of the Chinese lunar month. I come to offer my
thanks and appreciation to the Goddess of Mercy for her help. At the
same time, I pray that she will also look after the well-being of my
family.

Tian Hou (ma zhu), considered a Taoist deity and believed to be a
water spirit, is called the Holy Mother, Lady in Waiting to Heaven, and the
Jade Emperor who relieves the suffering of people. One legend contends
that Tian Hou was born to a sailor. One day she dreamed that her father's
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boat was capsizing. In order to save her father, she changed into the spirit of
water. She died very early in life but legend says that sailors often see her
spirit in the water.
Along the coastal areas of northwest Peninsular Malaysia are many
Teochew Chinese fishing villages. Many of these fishing villages have a
temple to Tian Hou. Chinese in those villages entreat her in order to receive
peace, happiness, recovery from illness, and protection while on the sea.
Chinese in Malaysia worship another notable god by the name of Ta
Po Kung, the local god of the soil. Ta Po Kung, sometimes named Fu Te
Cheng Shen (God of Luck and Virtue), is sometimes linked with the Malay

folk deity Datok. In the Bahasa Malaysia language, the word Datok
signifies a person of higher social status. The Chinese have incorporated the
Datok into worship. The symbolic form varies from place to place ranging
from an anthill, to several stones, to small shrines. Thus, these three (Ta Po
Kung, Fu Te Cheng, and Datok) are worshipped together and in some places
considered the same deity, the Local God of the Soil.
To better understand the meaning behind the name ofTa Po Kung,
etymologically, the term po means elder. In Chinese, a grandfather is called
a po kung and a grandmother a po po. The Hakka community best
exemplifies the meaning of the terms. When the eldest in a community
becomes an elder, he is called po or po kung.
Not only is Ta Po Kung worshipped as the local god of the soil, Ta Po
Kung serves as a guardian deity and is called upon to provide security for
the people and to guarantee the prosperity of the Chinese. Chinese will
place images ofTa Po Kung in their homes under the altar set up to honor
their ancestors. So, though Ta Po Kung is found in many temples and in
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many out of the way shrines, he is also worshipped at home as the God of
the Soil.
When Chinese began migrating to Malaysia during the nineteenth
century, many began working on rubber and palm oil plantations. While in
the plantations, many contracted malaria and other tropical diseases. They
set up shrines to Ta Po Kung and began entreating Ta Po Kung to alleviate
their suffering and to protect them from illness and danger. Just as with
most of the deities, various ritualistic worship styles to Ta Po Kung have
arisen based on local context.
Whatever the local context warrants, that is what has appeared in the
pantheon of gods. Thus, the local context plays an important part as it gives
rise to a variety of rituals, gods, and expressions of belief. Kok (1993)
proposes that Chinese temples took shape in Malaysia in response to
economic ventures in the local context. The various deities present in the
temples and the other various symbolic forms in the temple grounds come
from the local context and reflect the needs of the people that varied from
place to place.
Nevertheless, Chinese go to the temple when they specifically want to
receive a blessing or want to manipulate joss (luck) in their direction. They
make offerings and promises to deities with the expectation of tangible help
in return (Ahem 1973). Thus, Chinese worship encourages personal gain
and individual identity. For example, if after much attention, a deity fails to
provide a blessing or favor, a person will stop worshipping the deity.
Conversely, a certain deity can rise in popularity overnight because of the
testimony of answered prayer.
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Rituals and Festivals
Chinese Malaysians perform many different types of rituals in order to
appease the pantheon of gods. These rituals are done in private, in a
person's home, or corporately in a community. Probably the most complex
and colorful corporate rituals are performed during Chinese festivals.
Most Chinese Malaysians still arrange important private and domestic
events (e.g. weddings, house-movings, house-warmings, birthday
celebrations, funerals, and religious ceremonies) by consulting the Thong Su
(Official Reference Book) or by consulting professional diviners and
fortune-tellers who fix auspicious dates and times according to lunar
calculations. Also, many Chinese Malaysians use the Thong Su to inform
them of special festivals. These various festivals - embedded with myths,
rituals, symbolic forms, and rites of passage - indicate the "the close
identification of the sacred and the profane" (Ching 1993 :231 ).
An expression in Chinese, si shi bajie, meaning four seasons eight
joints, provides further explanation of how festival days are determined.
When using the phrase, Chinese are referring to the calendar of gods and
festivals. The four seasons are divided into equinoxes and solstices. The
equinoxes consist of the Ching Ming Jie (All Souls Day or Tomb Sweeping
Day) and Mid-Autumn Festivals, while the solstices consist of the Dragon
Boat Festival and the Dongzhi Festival. Each of the equinoxes and solstices
are followed by a jie Goint), including the festivals of Lunar New Year in
spring, Double Seventh in summer, Hungry Ghosts in autumn, and the
Sending of Winter Clothes in winter, thus making eight joints.
As mentioned earlier, the Chinese festivals are embedded with myth.
A myth reveals "the way in which a reality came into existence" (Eliade
1959: 76). While a myth is related to rituals, rituals need not necessarily be
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performed on the basis of a myth. Thus, Chinese festivals are filled with
many rituals, some of which are based on a myth while others have emerged
over time separate from a myth. The rituals may differ from temple to
temple, locale to locale, and year to year, but belief remains similar.
Chinese New Year, also known as the Spring Festival, is undoubtedly
the most important festival to Chinese Malaysians (T. Tan 1988:60; Lip
1990:39). "For the Chinese, this festival has the combined meaning of
Christmas as a religious and family celebration and New Year (January 1) as
the turning of a new leaf in the book of time" (Ching 1993 :231). The
festivities of Chinese New Year begin on the eve of the 30th day of the last
lunar month and continue to the fifteenth day of the first lunar month.
Tracing the exact myth surrounding Chinese New Year is next to
impossible because several myths 16 exist. The various myths focus on the
Chinese word Nian (Year) and suggest that the word was originally the
name of a monster beast that preyed on people the night before the
beginning of the New Year.
17

One version of the myth suggests that the beast Nian had a very big
mouth and could swallow many people with one bite. In time, the people
feared the beast. One day, an old man relieved the people from their fear by
offering to subdue Nian. The old man said to Nian, "I hear that you are
capable, but can you swallow the other beasts of prey on earth instead of
people who are by no means worthy opponents?" Nian responded to the old
man's challenge by swallowing all of the beasts of prey that harassed the
people of the world.
After the beast had swallowed all of the other dreaded beasts of the
world, the myth alleges that the old man, who turned out to be an immortal
god, disappeared riding the beast Nian. Because all of the other beasts of the
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world were no longer present, the people began to enjoy a peaceful life.
Before the old man left, he told the people to hang red paper decorations on
their windows and doors at each year's end to scare away Nian in case the
beast returned because the beast feared the color red most of all.
For Chinese New Year, the season's festivities begin on New Year's
Eve when sacrificial offerings and prayers are performed to specific deities,
depending on the local context and the dead ancestors. For example, the
Malaysian Buddhists ofPenang Island offer prayers to the Goddess of
Mercy (Kuan Yin).
On Chinese New Year's Eve, all members of the family from near and
far come together for a reunion dinner. The Chinese spend much time, even
as much as a month, preparing for the reunion dinner. The food is carefully
selected and prepared in a special way to signify the importance of the
occasion. "Food and fruit of good symbolism are eaten so that throughout
the year people will enjoy good luck, health and success" (Lip 1990:39).
I vividly remember the first reunion dinner that I attended. The Lim
18

family, a lower income Chinese family, considered steam boat a delicacy,
and this was their traditional menu on New Year's Eve. The meat selections
consisted ofyu qiu (fishballs) andyu piao (fish stomach). These two meats
were considered expensive items that could only be eaten on special
occasions. During the dinner, family members told events and stories that
had occurred in their life in the past year. Many events and stories were told
and the dinner was a joyous time of reflection and celebration.
The reunion dinner ritual reinforced the underlying meaning of the
Nian myth. The people had once again evaded the monster Nian. Their
reflection on the blessings of the past year and the eating a sumptuous meal
together reinforced the underlying meaning of the myth.
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Following the reunion dinner, the festivities heighten with the
distributing of hong baa (red packets) and the shooting of firecrackers. The
children happily anticipate this time. In the Lim family, the matriarch,
Madam Lim, gave each one of her grandchildren and great grand-children a
hong bao filled with money. After receiving the hong bao, the older children
immediately began running down the road to buy firecrackers. As they
returned, both adults and children joined in the festive affair of shooting
firecrackers and laughing together in celebration. During this time of
celebration, it became obvious that we were separating ourselves from the
past in order to bring in the New Year. The shooting of firecrackers and the
celebrations lasted until well past midnight with the children still
participating in the occasion.
The next morning, the first day of the New Year, prayers are again
offered. 19 Beginning the afternoon of the first day, people begin visitations.
The visitations continue for the duration of the season with relatives and
friends visiting each other's homes. The visitations become a great time of
reconciliation. Old grudges are cast away during the greetings. The whole
atmosphere during the visitations moves toward breaking down relational
walls that have been erected in the previous year.
Until midnight on day eight and throughout day nine of Chinese New
Year, many Chinese in the Penang Island area worship Tian Kong (God of
Heavens) by making sacrificial offerings. Many of the Penang Chinese
believe that by performing this ritual they "can cast out all evils and bring in
the good" (T. Tan 1988:62).
The New Year celebrations conclude on the fifteenth day of the New
Year with the Lantern Festival. Traditionally, in the evening children parade
in neighborhoods, carrying lanterns. However, in the past few years, the
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Lantern Festival festivities on Penang Island have waned because the vast
majority of Chinese adults have already returned to work and are not
available to accompany their children through the neighborhood. With the
conclusion of the Lantern Festival, regardless of economic status, life returns
to the daily routines and shifts back into the established social structure of
the society.
A second notable festival is the Nine Emperor Gods festival. On
Penang Island, the festival is celebrated more like a temple fair, or a form of
worship (bai bai). This festival begins on the last day of the Eighth Moon
with a consecration of the temple. This consecration ritual is performed to
purify the temple ground and to release the nine spirit soldiers of heaven and
earth, water and fire. Actual celebrations begin with a Chinese opera on the
first day of the Ninth Moon. They then reach a climax on the ninth day of
the Ninth Moon with a special feast for the spirit soldiers and gods. The
festival concludes with a special recalling of the nine spirit soldiers to the
respective posts in the temple compound. The expression,ju lu shou
(fortune, prosperity, and longevity) sums up the basic values and ethos
underlying the Nine Emperor Gods rituals.
Several versions2o of the Nine Emperor Gods festival exist. On
Penang Island, the version alleges that the festival commemorates the nine
royalties of the Ming Dynasty in China. The myth recounts how a prince
escaped with the help of his nine brothers to a fishing village when the Qing
forces overtook the Ming Dynasty. The nine brothers and the prince then
traveled to Thailand by the guidance of nine stars. After their arrival, the
nine stars gradually disappeared along with the prince and nine brothers.
The myth continues to insist that soon afterwards nine censers for burning
incense were found in south Thailand floating in the ocean. The censers
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were then considered revelations from the nine brothers who had already
ascended to heaven. However, the nine brothers continue to visit the
Chinese in Penang during the nine brothers' tour of the South China Sea as
depicted by this festival. Today, censers are still used in the processions of
the festival in welcoming and sending off the Nine Emperor Gods' spirits.
As is the case in all of the festivals, many rituals surround the Nine
Emperor Gods festival. People participating in the festival often do not
know the underlying meaning of the rituals and the related myths and
symbolic forms. Instead, they place value in the power of the festival and
the nine emperors to bestow luck, riches, and long life.
One of the main rituals is the welcoming and sending off of the Nine
Emperor Gods' spirits. In this ritual, devotees conduct a street procession
led by two people carrying flags. In Kuala Lumpur, the procession proceeds
to a river where the priest performs prayers with incantations inviting the
star deities, or nine brothers, to descend. In Penang, the ritual procession

proceeds from a hilltop and marks the beginning of traditional rituals. The
rituals performed during the course of the festival include the worship ritual,
the trance ritual, the luck ritual, the purification ritual, the bridge-crossing
ritual, the frrewalking ritual, and the sending off ritual.
Each and every ritual uses symbolic forms to induce and re-enact
elements of the myth. For instance, in the worship ritual in the states of
Penang, Kedah, and Perlis, Doumu (Doulao) symbolizes the Nine Emperor
Gods. Doumu, normally considered a Taoist deity, is portrayed with nine
pairs of arms. Each arm is holding an object that represents Doumu's
power. The Nine Emperors are represented in the nine arms.
Throughout the Nine Emperor Gods festival, devotees abstain from
sex, meat, and animal products and emphasize asceticism, penitence, and
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vegetarian rituals. Devotees practice such rituals in order to purify the nine
orifices of the human body. Thus, in time the original myth is lost but the
significance of the number nine rises as a symbolic form.
Most Chinese perform rituals to worship the various gods and to
celebrate festivals without knowing the underlying meaning of the rituals or
related myths and in some cases even knowing what symbols mean. What
the specific ritual or myth or symbol is or says or means serves no purpose,
yet ancestral faith (cheng xin) does. To them, ancestral faith supersedes the
inner significance of the specific myth. Belief supplements and
complements the ritual process. To them, authenticity and value comes from
the fact that their ancestors believed and participated in the rituals performed
in worship and celebrated in the festivals. Chinese Malaysians participate in

the rituals because they believe the deities' power will confer luck, riches,
long life, and cure sickness and disease. As a Chinese speaking marketing
executive testified, "There are some other temples around this vicinity but I
am very attached to this temple - because I believe the Goddess of Mercy
has always taken care of my well-being." So, the ritual performed and
celebrated is filled with such an aura of reality that it symbolizes what they
believe and what is reality.
Chinese Religion, Ethos, and Worldview
As the previous discussion has revealed, Chinese religion is filled

with many symbolic forms. The many symbolic forms are portrayed in the
form of a story, performance, ritual, custom, belief, god, object, place,
festival, or folk practice. Chinese religion is filled with symbolic forms that
have local flavors, contextualized rituals, and serve as a vehicle for
conception -

the vehicle is the symbolic form, and the conception the
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symbol's meaning (Langer 1960). That is, all of symbolic forms are
something tangible, being a tormulation of a notion, or belief (Geertz 1973:
91) for an individual. In brief, the symbolic forms are something that stand
for something else. Paul Tillich states that "This is the great function of
symbols: to point beyond themselves, in the power of that which they point,
to open up levels of reality which otherwise are closed, and to open up levels
of the human mind of which we otherwise are not aware" (1956:107).
Therefore, the many Chinese symbolic forms have a form of their own, and
embody a set, or sets, of meanings.
Clifford Geertz contends that symbolic forms synthesize two aspects
of a people's life: (1) ethos, and (2) worldview. He defmes people's ethos as
''the tone, character, and quality of their life, its moral and aesthetic style and
mood" (1973:127). He defines people's worldview as "the picture they have
of the way things in sheer actuality are, their most comprehensive ideas of
order" (1973: 127).
In relation to religious belief and practice, Geertz suggests that a
people's ethos is rendered "intellectually reasonable by being shown to
represent a way of life ideally adapted to the actual state of affairs the worldview describes" whereas worldview is rendered "emotionally convincing by
being presented as an image of an actual state of affairs peculiarly well
arranged to accommodate such a way oflife" (1973:127). The two
distinguishing marks of ethos and worldview include two phrases: (1)
intellectually reasonable, and (2) emotionally convincing. The following
figure serves as an explanation of Geertz's contention:
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EMOTIONALLY CONVINCING

INTELLECTUALL Y
REASONABLE

Figure 4. Geertz's Worldview and Ethos Model
In the above figure, worldview directly affects ethos by confirming it
intellectually. Conversely, ethos directly affects worldview by reinforcing it
emotionally. Ethos and worldview also directly affect one another in a
mutual confrontation and confirmation process. Geertz summarizes this
mutual confrontation and confirmation process by insisting that "religion
tunes human actions to an envisaged cosmic order and projects images of
cosmic order onto the plane of human experience" (1973:4).
Chinese Malaysian religion, filled with a vast array of symbolic forms
and enriched with diverse local rituals, has shaped the Chinese Malaysian
ethos and worldview. Chinese Malaysians are concerned about the
maintaining of harmony in their life, the appeasement of the dead and the
spirits, the seeking of knowledge about the future, and the pursuit of worldly
success. Chinese religion orders and structures their life. Chinese religion
flourishes because of its versatility and adaptability. It provides for the
needs of the individual at a particular point in time. Simply said, Chinese
Malaysian religion serves as the arena in which co-cultural identities and
individual identities are formed. 21 As a businessman in his late fifties
testified,
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I'm not too sure how this temple came into existence. I heard that
many years ago the Chinese people living in this area wanted a place
of worship so they built this small little temple and invited Ta Po
Kung from a big temple to come here. This is a small Chinese
residential and light industrial area. As Chinese we are so used to
having a god to look after our well-being and in this case Ta Po Kung
happens to be my choice.
In the past thirty years a heated debate has occurred over what
constitutes Chinese religious belief. Some writers (Yang 1961:276;
Freedman 1974:20) allege that Chinese religious belief reveals a somewhat
universal order of basic assumptions concerning beliefs and practices. Other
writers disagree with this contention (R. Smith 1974:341). For instance,
Arthur Wolf insists that,
We should begin by reconstructing the beliefs of people who viewed
the landscape from different perspectives ... The fact that an idea was
shared by people with such very different perspectives would suggest
to me that it is relatively insignificant or that it was easily invested
with very different meanings. (1974:9)
Put another way, although certain overarching faith assumptions exist in the
various Chinese tenets of Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, and folk
religion, different cultural contexts encourage a wide diversity in
interpreting the meaning of these tenets. Besides, symbolic forms will take
on different shapes based on the local context.
Hence, each and every context within Malaysia is different. No one
context is the same. Different symbolic forms exist in every context. The
many different symbolic forms shape the Chinese individual identity or their
particular worldview and ethos. Charles Kraft sheds light on this by asking
the following questions:
Have you ever heard a report of the same event from two different
people? Why are the reports different? Even sincere, honest,
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trustworthy people regularly describe similar experiences quite
differently. Have you ever heard two or three people describe an
automobile accident? In the Scriptures, we have four different
gospels. Why are four inspired accounts not the same? (1996b:15)
He further points out that everything people observe plus factors such as past
experiences, present disposition, and cultural and psychological conditioning
significantly impact a person's view of reality and their interpretation of that
reality (1996b:24). In every context in Malaysia, the Chinese see things
differently. The vast array of symbolic forms impresses people in different
ways so that each and every one sees the world through their own frame of
reference.
Summary
This chapter explored Chinese Malaysian religion. Within religion
are symbolic forms that are very significant in shaping the essence of
individual identity and worldview. Just as the picture of Malaysia as a
whole is diverse and complex, the Chinese Malaysian religion is filled with
much diversity, complexity, and pluralism. This study has argued that such
pluralism, versatility, and adaptation among the Chinese serves as an arena
to develop individual identity and worldview.
It also saw Chinese culture and religion as interrelated and

intertwined. Chinese culture and religion are related in such a way that both
culture and religion allows for individual identity and organizes the Chinese
Malaysian perception of the world. In such a pluralistic context, what
mission strategy should missionaries use? Is there one mission strategy that
fits all contexts? How about the issue of contextualization? What mode
should missionaries follow in order to contextualize the gospel? More
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specifically, what would an indigenous church look like among Chinese
Malaysians?
Whereas culture and religion are interrelated and do not have separate
functions for Chinese Malaysians, several dualities do exist in Chinese
Malaysian human experience. Some of those dualities include "we versus
they" situations, insiders versus outsiders, enemies contrasted to friends, and
trusted intimates versus distant strangers. In light of such dualities, this
study now turns its attention to the Chinese Malaysian perception of others.
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Notes for Chapter 5
1. For a thorough discussion on the various schools and sects of
Buddhism see Kitagawa's (1987) Buddhism and Asian History.
2. Traditionally, Chinese believe that the ancestral tablets hold the
spirits of their deceased ancestors.
3. The word bai bai means worship or paying homage to a deity or
deities. See also Guo Licheng's (1987) Da Baibai Di Beihou.
4. For further reading on the practices of burning paper imitation
money and paper imitation houses with appropriate servants and clothing see
Francis L. K. Hsu's (1973) article entitled "Under the Ancestor's Shadow."
5. For further reading see Volume 1 of Herbert Spencer's (1896)
Principles ofSociology, especially his chapter on ancestral worship.
6. In Chinese Religion, Laurence G. Thompson translates jen as
"moral perfection" (1979: 15). He maintains that the common Chinese came
to consider jen as no more than goodness or charity though Confucius
considered jen an exalted ideal and did not know any person having attained
Jen.
7. Discussing the Chinese temples and deities of Malaysia, Evelyn
Lip mentions that "Confucian philosophy is based on obedience to the head
of the family and head of the state" (1986:40). She insists that in Southeast
Asia Confucianism and ancestral worship are practiced congruently.
8. New birth (chong sheng) in this context refers to the concept of
reincarnation and not to the biblical concept of being born again (chong
sheng).
9. To the Chinese Malaysian, kwei are everywhere; in houses, along
roads, in fields, mountains, stones, trees, etc. For a lengthy discussion on the
distinguishing characteristics between gods, ghosts, and ancestors see David
K. Jordan's Gods, Ghosts, and Ancestors: The Folk Religion of a Taiwanese
Village (1972).
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10. In his controversial book entitled The Ugly Chinaman and the
Crisis of Chinese Culture, Bo Yang (1991) alleges that Confucianism
encourages an excessive fear of authority. Therefore, the tenets of
Confucianism reinforce the concept of losing face thus encouraging a fear
for deceased ancestors.
11 . In Folk Religion in an Urban Setting: A Study ofHakka Villagers
in Transition (1969), Morris I. Berkowitz, Frederick P. Brandeur, and John
H. Reed contend that "If man can locate himself physically in the material
balance of the universe, then he can maximize the virtue inherent in such
harmony, and the material well-being, prosperity, 'the good life' will
naturally follow."
12. For a thorough discussion on the many temples throughout
Peninsular Malaysia see Kok Hu Jin's article (1993).
13. Chinese temples use bright and gaudy colors (red, blue, and
green) because these colors are auspicious, signifying happiness, luck, good
health, and success. Displayed on the roof and other places, dragons,
phoenixes, unicorns, tortoises, pearls, pagodas, fish, chimera, and a host of
many others all symbolize some type of virtue (e.g.longevity,justice, purity,
strengt~ authority, etc.). (Lip 1986:12-14)
14. See Chamberlain (1987) and Wu (1994) for discussions on the
pantheon of gods.
15. On Penang Island, Chinese also address her as the "Goddess of
the Southern Sea."
16. See Evelyn Lip (1990:40-44), a Singaporean Chinese, who relates
a version of the myth.
17. A language teacher told me this version of the Chinese New Year
myth while I was studying Mandarin Chinese in Taiwan.
18. Steam boat consists of a selection of raw meats, vegetables, and
noodles that are prepared on the spot in boiling broth.
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19. In the Penang Island area, Chinese continue to offer these
morning prayers on the fifth day of the New Year.
20. The various versions include the classic version, the Han version,
the Ming version, the Bangkok version, the Penang version, and the Ampang
versIOn.
21. For a similar argument, see Ackerman and Lee (1988). In a study
of three contrasting religious movements in Malaysia, they suggest that
"many non-Malays have retreated into various religious activities as
convenient alternatives for ethnic expressions" (1988:60). They further
maintain that,
Ethnicity and religion are the central components of social identities
in contemporary Malaysia. The meaningfulness of social is
determined to a large extent by bangsa or kuam (role, ethnicity), of
which Malay, Chinese, and Indian are the main official categories.
Ethnicity in Malaysia is not only the property of individuals
(regarding how they defme themselves vis-a-vis others), but also a
tool of the state for resource allocation and political control. (1988:4)

CHAPTER 6
Chinese Malaysian Perceptions of Westerners, Christians, and Western
Christians
One question that haunts the new missionary is, "Will the local people
accept me?" In no way does the new missionary want to hear the words,
"missionary go home!" Okay-Iah! This is a common response from
Chinese Malaysians when asked a question. For some, this response means
just what it says "okay." For others, it means "maybe." While for others, it
means ''you go ahead and do that, but I am not going to." Thus, it is
imperative that the missionary understands how the local people perceive
outsiders. Similarly, if the missionary misinterprets the perception, then the
missionary might think everything is okay-Iah, but in reality everything is
not okay-Iah. Consequently, in cross-cultural settings, things are not always
what they seem. More often than not, the meaning of an object, action,
expression, word, or even nonverbal behavior may differ from the
missionary's meaning. In other words, social perceptions are often
deceiving.
Thus far, this study has dealt with the first three subproblems by
exploring how Chinese Malaysians view themselves in relation to the
complexity of Malaysia, basic values and assumptions of Chinese culture,
the diversity of Chinese Malaysians, and the pluralism of Chinese religion.
The fourth subproblem of this study asks, "How do Chinese Malaysians
perceive Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians?" This chapter
addresses this fourth subproblem, looking at Chinese Malaysian social
perceptions, especially in relation to Westerners, Christians, and Western
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Christians. As stated in Chapter 1, this study conducted a survey to discover
Chinese Malaysian perceptions.
This chapter begins by clarifying concepts concerning group
perceptions and stereotyping. It connects the concept of group perceptions
with the concept of social identity -

and how group perceptions teach

individuals to have ethnocentric attitudes. Second, it briefly describes
Chinese Malaysians in three towns Terengganu -

Penang, Sungai Patani, and Kuala

and then presents the results of the survey and how Chinese

Malaysians perceive Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians in
casual social relationships and work relationships. Last, it deduces several
implications from the results of the survey.
Understanding Group Perceptions and Stereotyping
"There goes the ang moh gaol" In the past fifteen years, I have heard
this phrase often. In Hokkien, this phrase means, "There goes the red haired
monkey or ape!" As a peranakan Hokkien Chinese friend in Penang says,
"This phrase reveals a perception of being cynical." In fact, it puts white
people down and lumps them together into one social category.
The above derogatory phrase suggests that Chinese Malaysians have
certain stereotyped images of outsiders and those people not within their
group. When people have stereotyped images of others, they have a
perception that associates a whole group of people with certain traits. Said
another way, stereotyping is the perceptions that people have about an
individual, based on that individual's membership in a particular social
group.
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The Process of Stereotyping
Basically, stereotypes form because of two processes. The first
process is social categorization. Social categorization lumps or sorts people
on the basis of nationality, religion, race, gender, age, or other common
attributes. As social psychologists assert, categorizing people leads to
overestimating the differences between groups and underestimating the
differences within groups (Wilder 1986; Stangor and Lange 1994).
The second process that forms stereotypes is the outgroup
homogeneity effect. When it comes to social categorization, people are
either members or nonmembers of a particular category. Groups that people
identify with -

nationality, religion, race, hometown - are called ingroups,

whereas groups other than a person's own are called outgroups . .In the
process of the outgroup homogeneity effect, people lump the world's people
into "us" and "them" social categories. This pervasive tendency for social
perceivers to assume that a greater similarity exists among members of
outgroups than among members of ingroups is the outgroup homogeneity
effect. In other words, there may be fine and subtle differences between
"us," but "they" are all alike (Linville and Jones 1980). As a result, people
are quick to generalize from a single outgroup individual to a whole group.
Consequently, an outgroup people are perceived as homogenous.
People often do not notice the subtle difference in outgroups because they do
not have personal contact with them. Indeed, research shows that the more
familiar people are with an outgroup, the less likely they are to perceive it as
homogenous (Linville, Fischer, and Salovey 1989). Furthermore, people
often do not encounter a representative sample of outgroup members so they
assume that all people within an outgroup act and behave in a particular way.
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Social categorization and the outgroup homogeneity effect help to
explain how Chinese Malaysian perceptions about groups develop. As
generalized beliefs, stereotypes offer Chinese Malaysians quick and
convenient summaries of social identities. Nevertheless, stereotypes cause
Chinese Malaysians to overlook the diversity within categories and form
wrong impressions of specific individuals.
Social Identity and Ethnocentrism
Stereotyped images create an illusion of specific individuals and a
person's social identity. David Hamilton and Terence Rose (1980) reasoned
that stereotyped images lead people to expect social roles and traits to fit
together. In order to test their hypothesis, they had people read twenty-four
sentences. Each sentence linked a vocational role (e.g. doctor, accountant,
salesman, stewardess, librarian, and waitress) with a trait (e.g. wealthy,
perfectionist, thoughtful, timid, enthusiastic, talkative, productive, serious,
attractive, comforting, busy, and loud). Each social role was paired equally
often with each trait. Yet people later overestimated the number of times
they had read about timid accountants, wealthy doctors, talkative salesman,
attractive stewardess, serious librarians, and loud waitresses. Jaded by
preconceived notions, the people saw correlations that were expected but did
not exist.
Why is it that a person's social identity and social roles are so often
labeled with stereotyped images and with particular traits? Could it be that
personal interests are at stake, that protectiveness of ingroups is nourished
by a concern for the self? If so, could that explain why people perceive that
their nation, culture, language, and religion are better than others? Chinese
Malaysians view themselves as uniquely Malaysian and uniquely Chinese
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with a national identity, ethnic identity, and individual identity. Moreover,
Chinese Malaysians have different stereotyped images from context to
context In other words, they view reality through the lenses of their
particular worldview.
According to social identity theory (Tajfel 1982; Turner 1987) which
draws from social psychology more than anthropology, people strive to
enhance their self-esteem, which is viewed as having two components: an
individual identity and a collective identity. People are then capable of
raising their self-esteem either by personal achievements or by affiliation
with successful groups. According to social identity theory, what happens in
the process is that people attain more self-esteem but also feel the need to
belittle others, labeling and categorizing people.
The purpose of this dissertation is not to prove or disprove the social
psychology theory of social identity. Rather, the purpose is to demonstrate
how people, even Chinese Malaysians as previously illustrated, use labels
and categorize people in outgroups. Such labeling and categorizing is
referred to as ethnocentrism. Anthropologists use the term ethnocentrism to
describe the opinion that one's way of life is natural or correct. Indeed, in
ethnocentrism that way of life is the way of life. As Ember and Ember
insist, an ethnocentric person "judges other cultures solely in terms of his or
her own culture" (1996: 17). As Whiteman asserts, ethnocentrism is "the
belief that one's group has a way of life, set of values and beliefs, and
patterns of adaptation that are superior to all others" (1983:477). As a result,
people rationalize that "If our way (ingroup) is right, then their way
(outgroup) is wrong."
As previously stated, social perceptions are deceiving. People see the
world through tinted lenses. As such, they can overestimate the similarity
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among people in an outgroup, lumping them into a particular category.
Accordingly, it is imperative that missionaries understand how the local
people perceive them. With the above discussion in mind, we now turn our
attention to the fourth subproblem: "How do Chinese Malaysians perceive
Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians?"
Chinese Malaysian Perceptions
As mentioned in the introduction of this study, the survey (See
Appendix A) targeted three towns of Peninsular Malaysia: (1) Penang Island
(penang), (2) Sungai Patani (SP), and (3) Kuala Terengganu (KT).
Descriptions of the Three Towns
Penang Island. Located in northwest Peninsular Malaysia and
covering only 286 square kilometers, Penang Island is commonly known as
the "Pearl of the Orient." As mentioned in the introduction of this study,
Penang Island is a tourist area and thus many Chinese have adopted English
as a means to converse with others. In addition, English is widely spoken on
Penang Island because it was originally a British outpost.
In the eighteenth century Penang Island had a relatively small
settlement of traders and was viewed as an excellent location for a harbor to
repair ships damaged by storms during monsoons in Southeast Asia.
Toward the end of eighteenth century (1786), British merchants claimed
Penang Island. Francis Light of the British East India Company ruled
Penang with the permission of the Sultan of Kedah (present state location of
Sungai Patani). After an unsuccessful attempt to retake the Island (1791),
the Sultan agreed on a settlement from the British in the form of an annual
stipend. Great Britain ruled Penang until it became a part of what is now
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Malaysia in 1957. Under British rule, Penang grew rapidly in terms of
commerce and Chinese population.
Penang has continued to grow rapidly and the 2000 census report
estimates the population ofPenang Island to be close to one million
(Department of Statistics, Malaysia 2000). Chinese Malaysians are the
majority people on Penang Island, making up over sixty per cent of the
people. Penang Island has experienced the rapid socio-economic changes
that have taken place throughout Malaysia. As expected in such an urban
area, Chinese Malaysians on Penang Island work in a variety of professions
ranging from tourism to factory workers to professional businesspeople to
lawyers and doctors. Chinese Malaysians on Penang Island most commonly
converse in Hokkien. However, younger generation Chinese Malaysians are
beginning to converse in Mandarin Chinese.
Sungai Patani. Located in the state ofKedah in northwest Peninsular
Malaysia, Sungai Patani is about a one-hour car drive north from Penang
Island. Although there is an English speaking segment of Chinese in Sungai
Patani, most of the Chinese speak Hokkien and Teochew as their first
language. A little over ten years ago Sungai Patani was no more than a
small town. In the past ten years, several international corporations have
opened factories in Sungai Patani. Chinese work in factories, own small
businesses, and are involved in merchant trading. Although Chinese
Malaysians are a minority group, they number over fifty thousand and are
scattered throughout the town.
Kuala Terengganu. Kuala Terengganu, the state capital of
Terengganu, rests on the northeast coast of Peninsular Malaysia about a
seven-hour car drive east from Penang Island. Before oil was discovered
offshore in 1970, Kuala Terengganu was little more than a fishing village.
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Today, upward to ten-story buildings are common in the downtown area.
Nevertheless, Kuala Terengganu has still retained a traditional look. Over
twenty thousand people live in Kuala Terengganu, with the vast majority
being fundamentalist Islamic Malay. As a minority, Chinese Malaysians
number over five thousand. They are predominantly the peranakan Hokkien
Chinese type discussed in chapter three. Most of the Chinese work and
reside in one area of the town. Basically, that area of town looks like a small
Chinatown with merchants and small business traders. Interviewers
concentrated on the Chinatown area to conduct the opinionnnaire.
A total of 450 people were surveyed in the three towns described
above, 150 people in each town.

The following chart provides a percentage

breakdown of those polled by gender, age, and language group:
Table 8. Polled Chinese by Age Group, Gender, and Language
PENANG

SP

KT

TOTAL

15-25
25-50
50+

44%
41%
15%

37%
49%
14%

45%
39%
16%

42.22%
42.89%
14.89%

Male
Female

49%
51%

59%
41%

51%
49%

52.89%
47.11%

AGE GROUP

GENDER

LANGUAGE
0%
9.56%
8%
21%
English
90.44%
100%
92%
79%
Chinese
Note: Age Group, Gender, and Language Categories were estimated from feedback with
interviewers because data was inconsistently recorded on the interview sheet.

It is interesting to note that more English speaking Chinese were
polled on Penang Island (21 %) than in Sungai Patani (8%) or Kuala
Terengganu (0%). Moreover, interviewers report that they were able to poll
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a relatively even number of people by age group and gender which is
reflected in estimates in Table 8.
The survey (See Appendix A) was conducted over a period of three
months from March to May 2002. It dealt with two questions of social
perceptions. The first question dealt with casual social relationships and
asked, "If you went into a coffee shop or restaurant, sat down, and then
realized that you were beside a table with a (Westerner, Christian, or
Western Christian), would you feel very uncomfortable, uncomfortable,
comfortable, or very comfortable?" The second question dealt with work
relationships and asked, "If a (Westerner, Christian, Western Christian)
worked at the same place as you, would you strongly dislike it, dislike it,
like it, or like it very much?"
Interviewers said that it was at times difficult to distinguish some of
the respondents' answers. They said that on some occasions they could not
tell if the respondents' answer was 'strongly dislike' or 'dislike,' 'like' or
'like very much,' 'very uncomfortable' or 'uncomfortable,' and 'very
comfortable' or 'comfortable.' Nevertheless, interviewers did say that they
clearly understood whether the respondent felt 'comfortable' or
'uncomfortable' with Westerners, Christians, or Western Christians in casual
social relationships. Interviewers also said that they clearly understood
whether the respondent 'liked' or 'disliked' the idea of being with
Westerners, Christians, or Western Christians in work relationships. With
that in mind, the narrative discussion that follows combines the percentages
of 'strongly dislike-dislike,' 'like-like very much,' 'very uncomfortableuncomfortable,' and 'very comfortable-comfortable.' The results of the
survey are highlighted in Tables 9, 10, and 11.
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Perceptions of Westerners
The following table (Table 9) reveals that on Penang Island the more
contact (85%) Chinese have with Westerners the more comfortable they felt
being with Westerners in casual social (84%) relationships. It also reveals
that on Penang Island the more contact (85%) Chinese have with Westerners
the more they liked the idea of working (86%) with Westerners. In Sungai
Patani, the more contact (85%) Chinese have with Westerners the more
comfortable they felt being with Westerners in casual social (96%)
relationships. Also in Sungai Patani, although Chinese Malaysians have a
relatively high percentage of contact (85%) with Westerners, they had and
even distribution of feelings about working (55% liked and 44% disliked)
with Westerners. On the other hand, in Kuala Terengganu the less contact
(75%) Chinese have with Westerners the more uncomfortable they felt being
with Westerners in casual social (64%) relationships. Moreover, in Kuala
Terengganu the less contact (75%) Chinese had with Westerners the more
they disliked the idea of working (89%) with Westerners.
Table 9. Perceptions of Westerners
WESTERNERS
Have you ever come in
Contact with a
Westerner?
Question 1: Casual
Relations

Question 2: Work
Relations

YES
NO

SP
KT
TOTAL
PENANG
%
%
%
N
%
N
N
127 85% 127 85% 37 25% 64.67%
23
15% 23 15% 113 75% 35.33%

Very Uncomfortable
Uncomfortable
Comfortable
Very Comfortable

2
22
115
11

0%
0
1%
5%
15% 7
112
75%
77%
7% 31 21%

22
74
53
1

15%
49%
35%
1%

5.33%
22.89%
62.22%
9.56%

Strongly Dislike
Dislike
Like
Very Much Like

6
15
128

4%
10%
85%
1%

4%
51%
41%
3%

36
97
16
1

24%
65%
11%
1%

10.67%
42.00%
45.78%
1.56%

6
77
62
5

Note: N indicates number of respondents that answered each question.
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In Penang, Chinese respondents said that they came in contact with
Westerners in a variety of locations. One person said that they had contact
with Westerners in their office and at the factory. Eight people said that they
had Western friends in the United States and Australia. However, the vast
majority (118 out of 150) said that they had very little contact with
Westerners and had only met them in town at shopping centers and the bus
interchange, in Singapore, in Kuala Lumpur, and other countries.
Nonetheless, it appears that this brief contact and the frequency of contact
left a favorable impression in the lives of these Chinese Malaysians.
It is interesting to note that, in all three towns, respondents who had
previous contact and those that did not have previous contact vocalized a
point of concern in the area of communication. As a married female
Chinese Hokkien hairdresser in her late forties remarked, "I would not
object sitting beside a table with a Westerner but I would feel very
uncomfortable ifhe or she talked to me. I would feel very shy because I
would not know how to communicate with him or her." A single female
salesgirl in her early twenties commented, "Occasionally, I come across
Westerners in public places. I believe they are very nice people and openminded. I would like to talk with them but I just do not know how.
However, I would not feel uncomfortable being around them." Or, as a
Hokkien Chinese widow in her late seventies remarked, "I have not spoken
to any Westerners. Besides I do not speak their language. I would feel very
uncomfortable but I would not dislike sitting beside a table with a Westerner.
However, I would feel very uncomfortable if a Westerner should talk with
me because I would not know how to communicate with him or her."
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Perceptions of Christians
The following table (Table 10) reveals that on Penang Island the more
contact (64%) respondents had with Christians the more comfortable they
felt being with Christians in casual social (76%) and relationships. Also, on
Penang Island the more contact (64%) respondents had with Christians the
more they liked the idea of working (81 %) with Christians. It is interesting
to note that Chinese Malaysians on Penang Island mentioned that they had
contact with Christians who were not just casual acquaintances. Instead, the
vast majority (96%, see Figure 5 on page 217) said that they had contact
with Christians who were personal friends, neighbors, relatives, and working
colleagues.
Table 10. Perceptions of Christians
CHRISTIANS
SP
PENANG
%
%
N
N
Have you ever come in
Contact with a
39%
96 64%
59
YES
Christian?
61%
54 37%
91
NO
Question 1: Casual
Very Uncomfortable
Relations
6%
59
39%
9
62 41%
27 18%
Uncomfortable
13%
20
82 55%
Comfortable
6%
32 21%
Very Comfortable
9
Question 2: Work
Relations
1%
1
11 7%
Strongly Dislike
10%
15
18 12%
Dislike
82 55% 125 83%
Like
6%
9
39 26%
Ve!I Much Like
Note: N indicates number of respondents that answered each question.

73

%
51%
49%

TOTAL
%
51.56%
48.44%

9
58
62
21

6%
39%
41%
14%

17.11%
32.67%
36.44%
13.78%

21
15
85
29

14%
10%
57%
19%

7.33%
10.67%
64.89%
17.11%

KT
N
77

As previously mentioned, research shows that the more familiar

people are with an outgroup, the less likely they are to perceive it as
homogenous, lumping each and every person into the same category. In this
case, Chinese Malaysians were very familiar and even had a personal
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relationship with people in the outgroup, Christians. As a college student in
her early twenties said,
They are like anyone of us - some of them are my cousins while
others are my schoolmates and friends - we go out together and we
do not see one another as different. When I was younger, my
impression of a Christian was someone who came from a well-to-do
family and who had a high standard of education. However, now I
realize this is not true because they are just like any Chinese people.
From the informal interviews, the following percentage breakdown reveals
how Chinese Malaysians came in contact and knew Christians on Penang
Island.

Family
Members!
Relatives

Others
4%

Working
Colleagues
21%

hbors
Friends
32%

Figure 5. Modes for How Penang Island Chinese Meet Christians
On the other hand, in Sungai Patani the less contact (61 %)
respondents had with Christians the more uncomfortable (80%) they felt
being with Christians in casual social (80%) relationships. In Sungai Patani,
the less contact (61 %) that the respondents had with Christians the more
they liked the idea of working (89%) with Christians. In Kuala Terengganu,
those polled were evenly split (51 % and 49%) in having contact with
Christians resulting in almost an even split in feeling comfortable (45%) and
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uncomfortable (55%) in casual social relationships with Christians.
However, though evenly split in having contact with Christians, those polled
in Kuala Terengganu dislike the idea of working (76%) with Christians.
Perceptions of Western Christians
From the following table (Table 11), Chinese Malaysians in all three
locations felt uncomfortable in casual social relationships with Western
Christians and disliked the idea of working with Western Christians. The
less contact (8.67%) respondents had with Western Christians the more they
felt uncomfortable (89.78%) in casual social relationships with Western
Christians. Moreover, the less contact (8.67%) respondents had with
Western Christians the more they disliked the idea of working (73.55%)
with Western Christians. Only a few Chinese Malaysians (21 % on Penang
Island and 5% in Sungai Patani) had previous contact with Western
Christians. Those Chinese responded that their contact derived from
personal and Western friends living in the United States, Canada, and
Australia.
Table 11. Perceptions of Western Christians
WESTERN CHRISTIANS
SP
PENANG
%
Have you ever come in
N
%
N
5%
Contact with a Western YES
31 21% 8
Christians?
NO
119 79% 142 95%
Question 1: Casual
Relations
Very Uncomfortable 33 22% 89 59%
92 61% 45 30%
Uncomfortable
,
23 15% 14 9%
Comfortable
1%
2
1%
Very Comfortable
2
Question 2: Work
Relations
23 15% 54 36%
Strongly Dislike
Dislike
54 36% 71 47%
73 49% 23 15%
Like
1%
2
0%
Very Much Like
0
Note: N indicates number of respondents that answered each question.

TOTAL
%
%
N
8.67%
0%
0
91.33%
100%
150
KT

93
52
4

62%
35%
3%
1%

47.78%
42.00%
9.11%
1.11%

73
56
21
0

49%
37%
14%
0%

33.33%
40.22%
26.00%
0.44%
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One exception existed. Although few (21 %) Chinese Malaysians on
Penang Island had contact with Western Christians, they (49%) favored
having work relationships with Westerners. This might be explained
because of the relatively favorable attitude that already exists on Penang
Island about Westerners and Christians (See Table 9 and 10).
Percent Probability of Difference Between Locations
As mentioned in Chapter 1, this study administered a t-test to tell if
there is any significant difference between the three locations surveyed. As
previously note~ the means and t-test results were entered into a computer
program (Stats 1.1). This computer program generated the probable
percentage of differences between each category and location.
Due to interviewers not keeping accurate notes, it should be noted that
the findings apply only to the groups observed and do not apply or describe
other individuals or groups. Nevertheless, it is assumed that it is possible
that those sampled are an estimation of population characteristics among the
three locations. With this in mind, the following table reveals the percent
probability of difference between the three locations:
Table 12. Percent Probability of Difference Between Locations
LOCATION

Westerners
SOCIAL

Penang & Kuala
99.99%
Terengganu

I
I
I

SOCIAL I WORK

1

99.99%

99.97%

99.99%

99.99%

99.99%

99.99%

I

II

Western Christians
SOCIAL

,

WORK

92.79%

99.99%

99.99%

89.49%

99.99%

99.99%

89.49%

84.04%

Ij 95.30%

I

Sungai Patani &
Penang

I

WORK

Christians

99.99%

I
1

Sungai Patani &
Kuala
Terengganu

99.99%

I
j

i

!

I
I
j

I

i
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Each category returned a high percent probability of significant difference
between each location. As seen in the above Table 12, three categories
returned percentage values less than 90 percent. However, those three
categories returned percentage values more than 80 percent. All other
categories returned percentage values over 90 percent. As a result, the
probability exists that Chinese Malaysians perceive Westerners, Christians,
and Western Christians different in each location.
As mentioned in Chapter 1, this study also administered a chi-square
test to compare the frequencies of responses and to determine if the
frequency of responses differ significantly or not. Chi-square results were
entered into a computer program (Stats 1.1). This computer program
generated the probable percentage that the responses differ significantly.
With this in mind, the following table reveals the percent probability of
difference between frequencies of responses:
Table 13. Percent Probability of Difference Between Frequencies of
Responses

YES/NO
99.99%

I SOCIAL I WORK
! 99.99% i: 99.99%
:

!

I

WESTERN CHRISTIANS

CHRISTIANS

WESTERNERS

YES/NO i SOCIAL! WORK YES/NO
99.98%

199.99%

II:

99.99%

99.99%

ISOCIAL IWORK
i 99.99% i 99.99%

I

I

The above table (Table 13) reveals that in every category the frequency of
responses differ significantly. Thus, the observed frequencies have a "good
fit" with what was expected. Or, simply put, "the values are fair."
As a result of the above two tests, the t-test and the chi-square, this
study can make claims about the sample itself, but it cannot generalize to
make claims about the Chinese Malaysian population as a whole.
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Nevertheless, although both tests are rough estimates of confidence, this
study can reject the null hypothesis and affirm the claim that increased
contact with Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians results in higher
levels of comfort among Chinese Malaysians.
Implications from the Results of the Survey
From the above Chinese Malaysian perceptions, this study gleans
several implications. First, Chinese Malaysian perceptions are different
from context to context. As the above discussions on the perceptions of the
respondents on Penang Island, Sungai Patani, and Kuala Terengganu reveal,
many perceptions and stereotyped images exist. No one context is the same.
As a matter of fact, interviewers commented that no one person was the
same. Obviously, respondents living on Penang Island felt much different
about being with Westerns than those respondents living in Kuala
Terengganu.
Second, when respondents had more contact with Westerners and
Christians, the more respondents either felt comfortable being with
Westerners and Christians in casual social relationships or liked the idea of
working with Westerners and Christians. Conversely, when there was less
contact, the more respondents felt uncomfortable either in casual social
relationships or working with Westerners, Christians, and Western
Christians. Thus, the implication is that frequency of contact has a direct
correlation with removing stereotyped images.
In all three towns, Chinese Malaysians with relatively little contact
(8.67%) felt uncomfortable and disliked the idea of associating with Western
Christians in casual social and work relationships. It is sad to say that in all
three towns Chinese Malaysians with no contact with Westerners,
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Christians, and Western Christians overwhelmingly equated Westerners as
being Christians and vice versus. As many Chinese insist, "Christianity is a
Western religion." As previously mentioned, people often do not encounter
a representative sample of outgroup members so they assume that all people
within an outgroup belong in a particular category. In other words, they
assume that outgroup members are all the same.
Where do such stereotyped images originate? Some say that the
media contributes to the formation of stereotyped images. Could it be that
the media has contributed to Chinese Malaysians feeling uncomfortable and
disliking the idea of associating with Western Christians? This is a
possibility. However, interviewers stated that both those respondents with
previous contact and those with no contact with Westerners and Western
Christians were more concerned with being unable to communicate with
Westerners and Western Christians.
Third, Chinese perceptions can change when close and intimate
relationships exist with outgroup individuals. Not only does frequency of
contact affect perceptions, but also how the outgroup person relates to the
ingroup person directly influences the removing of stereotyped images. On
Penang Island, respondents knew Christians who were close friends,
neighbors, relatives, and working colleagues. Those Christians must have
played a role that positively influenced the perceptions of the respondents.
As early as World War II, numerous researchers (Stouffer, et al. 1949;
Deutsch and Collins 1951; Harding and Hogrefe 1952) conducted studies
dealing with the contact hypothesis. The contact hypothesis states that under
certain conditions, direct contact between members of rival groups will
reduce stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination (Allport 1954; Amir
1969; Stephan 1985). Accordingly, the contact hypothesis insists that when
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ingroup members have contact with outgroup members, ingroup members
develop more favorable attitudes toward outgroup members.
Studying how groups fonn in summer camps with boys, Sherif and
Sherif (1953) conducted one of the earliest studies on the contact hypothesis.
They desired to demonstrate that boys interested in the same activities form
groups. Concentrating on how competition between groups affects attitudes,
they found that competition promotes close interpersonal relations within
groups. They also demonstrated, through the case of a competitive softball
game and other activities, that competition in activities of common interest
to two conflicting groups reduced tension between the two groups.
However, they also found that the tension between the two social groups did
not totally dissolve. In the end, their study revealed how social boundaries
realign through group contact, especially when both social groups have
similar interests in a particular activity.
F or years, social psychologists in the Untied States have applied the
contact hypothesis to school desegregation. Walter Stephan (1985)
reviewed studies conducted during and after desegregation and found that 13
percent reported a decrease in prejudice among Whites, 34 percent no
change and 53 percent reported an increase. The findings forced social
psychologists to re-examine the contact hypothesis.
In 1967, John Bock (1971) surveyed 7000 students from different
ethnic groups in 34 schools in Malaysia. He found that students, both Malay
and non-Malay, in ethnically mixed schools harboured stronger feelings of
ethnic mistrust (1971 :318-231). Although Malaysians came in contact with
one another, stereotypes still existed.
In both studies, Stephan's and Bock's, social psychologists affirm that
the contact hypothesis does not apply because the conditions necessary for
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successful intergroup contact did not exist. Researchers (O'Driscoll, Haque,
and Oshako 1983) demonstrate that informal contact alone does not alleviate
stereotypes, and some (LeVine and Campbell 1972; McAndrew 1990;
Schneider and Lesko 1978) even suggest that geographical proximity,
increased contact, or both are associated with negative stereotypes. Hence,
social psychologists have not assumed that just by throwing groups together
do deeply rooted stereotypes fade away.
Donna Desforges (1991) notes that exposure to an outgroup individual
may force a revision of a perception about the outgroup. Others have
proposed similar views (Johnston and Hewstone 1992; Rothbart and Lewis
1988), insisting that revision only takes place because personal contact
occurs and because outgroup individuals become atypical members, as
exceptions to the rule of how outgroup members should behave and act. In
other words, the ingroup member sees the outgroup member playing a social
role and functioning with a social identity that is different from the ingroup's
preconceived images.
The results of several studies indicate that an important aspect is
whether the contact occurs in one's home country or the country of the other
group (Everett and Stening 1987; McAndrew 1990). As a result, some
researchers propose that beliefs about one's own group are sometimes even
more subject to change following exposure to other groups than are beliefs
about those other groups (McGrady and McGrady 1976; Triandis and
Vassiliou 1967).
In the final analysis, research is inconclusive concerning whether

contact positively influences ingroup members attitudes and perceptions
toward outgroup members, dissolving stereotyped images. Nevertheless,
research has demonstrated that when ingroup members have contact with

225

outgroup members who play atypical roles and are interested in similar
activities, more favorable attitudes and perceptions result. Hence, such
research has demonstrated that for more favorabl e attitudes to develop
contact must occur in both quantitative and qualitative dimensions. The
survey found that when both frequency (quantitative) and type (qualitative)
of contact occurred, Chinese Malaysian perceptions were influenced
positively, resulting in higher levels of comfort when around Westerners,
Christians, and Western Christians.
Summary
This chapter concludes the ethnographic study of Chinese Malaysians.
It explored how Chinese Malaysians perceive others. It saw that Chinese

Malaysians have stereotyped images of Westerners, Christians, and Western
Christians. It proposed that as generalized beliefs stereotypes offer Chinese
Malaysians quick and convenient summaries of social identities. As
mentioned in Chapter 3, stereotypes originate from the outsider's
perspective and become restrictive, limiting, and often accusative. Once
formed, stereotypes are difficult to erase. Indeed, even if people are not
biased, stereotypes are often preserved by the forces of culture and can be
slow to change. Additionally, this chapter discussed how stereotyped
images cause people to overestimate the similarities in outgroups and
underestimate the diversity in individuals.
On the other hand, as discussed in Chapter 3, cultural patterns
acknowledge diversity within groups while at the same time provide
guidance for outsiders to know how to act and behave. Unlike stereotypes
that originate from the outsider's perspective, cultural patterns originate
from an insider's perspective. Cultural patterns allow outsiders to have a
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general idea of cultural norms, customs, and values without limiting anyone
person to fit the cultural pattern.
With the above in mind, this ethnographic study of Chinese
Malaysians concludes affirming the importance to know individuals in order
to avoid making generalized statements about them, lumping them into
certain categories. Failure to do so can result in stereotyped images. Iwao
and Triandis (1993) allege that similarities in the ways in which two
societies (i.e., collectivist vs. individualist societies) view social situations
lead to more stereotypes, because people use their own culture as a guide for
predicting the behavior of people in the other society. Therefore, from a
missiological standpoint, living incarnationally, striving to be an insider,
becomes important for missionaries so that they will not use their own
culture as a guide for predicting behavior. Instead, as an insider, they will
understand appropriate behavior according to the Chinese Malaysian
context.
The introduction of this study discussed three levels of thought for
considering missionary role. Chapters 2 through 6 examined the first level
of thought -

the ethnographic level - that is, the Chinese Malaysian

context. They looked at how Chinese Malaysians view themselves and
others. Moreover, they depicted the Chinese Malaysian scene as one filled
with complexity, basic worldview assumptions and values, diversity,
pluralism, and preconceived ideas of others. As previously stated, the
ethnographic level is not the only variable in considering missionary role. In
any mission endeavor, missiological issues concerning indigenous church
and pragmatic approaches of playing an appropriate missionary role come
into play. Hence, this study moves to the next two levels of thought - the
missiological and pragmatic levels.

PART TWO

THE MISSIOLOGICAL AND PRAGMATIC LEVELS
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INTRODUCTION TO PART TWO
To reiterate the statement of the problem, this study strives to discover
and recommend appropriate roles for Southern Baptist church planting
missionaries to play within the Chinese Malaysian cultural context in order
to contribute to the planting of an indigenous church. In order to discover
and recommend appropriate missionary church planting roles, this study is
built around three levels of thought - the ethnographic level, the
missiologicallevel, and the pragmatic level- examining six subproblems.
Part One, Chapters 2 through 6, examined the ethnographic level,
looking at the fIrst four subproblems: (1) What are the political, historical,
and cultural elements that comprise the complex, multi-cultural context of
Malaysia?, (2) Who are Chinese Malaysians, their culture, and identity?, (3)
What are the religious beliefs of Chinese Malaysians?, and (4) How do
Chinese Malaysians perceive Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians?
Part Two, Chapters 7 and 8, examines the missiological and pragmatic levels
respectively, looking at the last two subproblems: (5) What missiological
implications derive from the ethnographic level of research?, and (6) What
approaches should missionaries have in planting a church in the Chinese
Malaysian context?
For the missionary, understanding the theory of mission and the
practice of how to implement mission is important. Needless to say, many a
missionary has neglected one over the other. Some spend many hours
discussing and debating missiological issues concerning indigenous church
and missionary role to the neglect of doing mission. Conversely, others
spend many hours doing mission to the neglect of understanding
missiological issues concerning indigenous church and missionary role.
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Part Two will strive to pull together the theory of mission and the
practical implementation of mission. In other words, it will pull together the
missiological and the pragmatic levels. Chapter 7 will look into the
missiological issues concerning the role missionaries should play and the
planting of an indigenous church, especially in relation to the Chinese
Malaysian context. More specifically, it will strive to derive missiological
implications from Chapters 2 through 5. Applying the findings of Chapter 6,
Chapter 8 concludes this study by suggesting a pragmatic role that
missionaries need to play in the Chinese Malaysian cultural context.
Succinctly put, these next two chapters will recommend appropriate roles for
Southern Baptist church planting missionaries to play within the Chinese
Malaysian cultural context in order to contribute to the planting of an
indigenous church.

CHAPTER 7
The Missiological Level
Never Underestimate the Power of Local Context among Chinese
Malaysians
The following local advertisement in Malaysia reads, "Never
underestimate the importance of local knowledge."
~--.
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Figure 6. Never Underestimate the Importance of Local Knowledge
The advertisement proposes that football does not mean the same in every
culture or context. The same word means three different things depending
on your place of origin. For the Australian, the word "football" means
rugby. For the Canadian, the word "football" means the Canadian style
football. For someone in the United Kingdom, the word "football" means
soccer. For this chapter, we could rephrase the billboard to read as follows:
"Never Underestimate the Power of Local Context."
The preceding five chapters were designed to paint a picture of the
Chinese Malaysian context in such a way that missionaries can discover an
appropriate role to play in order to contribute to the planting of an
indigenous church. This chapter explains why missionaries should never
underestimate the power of the local context among Chinese Malaysians.
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explains why missionaries should never underestimate the individuality of
Chinese Malaysians. More specifically, it looks back at the ethnographic
research, deducing missiological concepts that apply to missionary role. In
order to accomplish this, it examines three questions: (1) Among whom and
where should missionaries plant churches?, (2) How should missionaries
relate to Chinese Malaysians?, and (3) What would an indigenous church
look like among Chinese Malaysians? Each one of these questions strives to
solve the problem of this study, looking for an appropriate missionary role
for missionaries to play among Chinese Malaysians in order to contribute to
planting an indigenous church.
Among Whom and Where Should Missionaries Plant Churches?
The results of the data revealed how Chinese Malaysians are not
bound to any specific cultural form (e.g. language, religious beliefs, food,
etc.). They are flexible. There is nothing wrong with a Chinese Malaysian
attaining, for example, a Western education, because Chinese Malaysians do
not oppose outside things. Chinese Malaysians eat Western food; they use
many English words in their daily conversations. However, they remain
Chinese Malaysians. Truly, Chinese Malaysians readily receive outside
influences and invite the world into their cultural home.
The results of the data also revealed how the world is coming to
Chinese Malaysians. Chapter 2 discussed several socio-economic changes
that Chinese Malaysians are experiencing. The many modes of
westernization, development, modernization, and urbanization occurring in
Malaysia are bringing the global market to Chinese Malaysians. For
instance, in reality, mass tourism is shrinking the world, bringing the oncedistant Chinese Malaysian quite literally face to face with the outside world.
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Telecommunications technologies such as the Internet are providing Chinese
Malaysians worldwide access to new information, entertainment, and
commodities. For some Chinese Malaysians, this process of globalization
provides access to a smorgasbord of cultural forms and practices that are
seen as public property to be "borrowed" at will.
Chinese Malaysians are constantly experiencing changes through
innovations (internal) and diffusion (external). Through the process of
diffusion, Chinese Malaysians borrow things, ideas, and behavior patterns
from others. This is obvious in the pluralistic nature of Chinese religion.
The amount of cultural diffusion varies from place to place with the amount
of contact among cultures. That is, the more contact among cultures, the
more likely that things, ideas, and behavior patterns will be diffused.
Anthropologist John Yellen (1990) has shown how a total culture (the
Kalahari !Kung) can change when exposed to foreign goods and ideas.
Today, both the invitation of Chinese Malaysians and the world's desire to
come in permits the spread of ideas (and ideologies) across a vast array of
Chinese Malaysian boundaries.
This process of globalization opens a door of communication to new
ideas for many Chinese Malaysians who are isolated from the gospel. Thus,
a door of opportunity exists for Chinese Malaysians to receive the gospel.
Missiologists have asserted that when cultures are experiencing rapid
change, as is the case among Chinese Malaysians, people tend to be
receptive l (Hunter 1987:80).
Sometimes population shifts are a good marker for gauging
receptivity. People who shift from one location to another are displaced
people. 2 Often, they find themselves in a state of confusion, scrutinizing
their traditional values. Among Chinese Malaysians, population shifts are
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taking place. Many of the once rural Chinese are migrating to the urban
areas. According to government figures, 85 percent of Chinese Malaysians
now reside in urban areas.
Population figures are important. They cannot be ignored.
Demographic studies are useful in that they teach and point to Chinese
Malaysians who are being forced into change. Yet, demographic shifts do
not always point to receptive Chinese Malaysians. Sociological,
economical, and political circumstances are pushing Chinese Malaysians
into change as well. Where Chinese Malaysians are being forced into
change, there is a possibility that Chinese Malaysians will be open to the
gospel.
Culture changes force Chinese Malaysians to reevaluate their total
value system. It is true that some Chinese Malaysians will continue with
traditional values, but many will adopt and adapt new values. Missionaries
can capitalize on Chinese Malaysians adopting and adapting new values by
creative thinking in submission to the Holy Spirit and by leading Chinese
Malaysians to rebuild their value system and life around the Christian faith.
As a result, a real harvest exists among many of the Chinese Malaysian cocultures.
Basically, missionaries can use one of three approaches in
determining among who and where to plant a church.
1. They can randomly select a place - basing their decision upon
personal convenience and living conditions.
2. They can consider each place as equally deserving - viewing the
demographic size as important and seeing those places with less of
a gospel witness as more needy and deserving.
-3. They can search out those places and pockets that are receptivefocusing upon those that are ripe unto harvest.
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The Law of the Harvest among Chinese Malaysians
The "theology of the harvest" concept, proposed by Donald
McGavran (1990:23-30), is based on an agricultural motif. In agriculture,
the farmer sows seeds where the harvest will produce the most fruit. All that
does not contribute to the production of fruit is pruned away. Likewise, in
evangelism and church planting, the primary focus is on the responsive
fields, or groups of people receptive to the gospel. Wagner observes, "We
do not bypass the resistant, but neither do we pour in our workers as if it
were a ripened harvest field" (1987:66). As Donald McGavran insists,
"According to the Bible, one task is paramount. Today's supreme task is the
effective multiplication of churches in the receptive societies of earth"
(1990:31). The Bible clearly urges Christians to consider the urgency of the
hour of harvesting the responsive when they are ready (John 4:35). Many
are saying that there are more receptive people in the world than ever before
(Greenway 1976:47). As McGavran declares, "God continually broods over
the human race, making some of its segments responsive" (1984:47).
Social Groups among Chinese Malaysians
As the research reveals, Chinese Malaysians as a whole are not
homogenous. Instead, they are more like a mosaic. Nevertheless, there is a
great deal of homogeneity among the many co-cultures. Chinese Malaysians
group themselves. The group affinity might be based on occupation,
kinship, income, cultural similarities, language, etc. In other words, many
social subgroups exist among Chinese Malaysians.
For missionaries, discovering an appropriate missionary role begins
with identifying those Chinese Malaysians who are open and receptive to
new ideas. It also begins by identifying the specific social groups of
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Chinese Malaysians who are receptive. Even when a place, a geographical
location, is decided, the people in that place become the focus. More
importantly, an appropriate missionary role will strive to understand how
those same Chinese Malaysians see themselves and how they group
themselves. The grouping might be based on geography, linguistics,
education, vocation, economics, or a combination of several of these and
other factors.
For decades, sociologists have taught and studied the concept of social
groups. David Dressler says, "The sociologist is concerned with the
behavior of individuals, but his emphasis is on individuals as interacting
members of groups. It is the concept of group therefore toward which
thinking in sociology converges" (1973:243). Dressler goes on to say, "A
group exists when a sense of relatedness is shared by a number of
individuals as consequences of their interacting or having interaction with
one another" (1973 :243). He maintains that the elements of a social group
include:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

The membership is fairly small.
Personal relations are close and face-to-face.
The members have common values and share common contracts.
The group tends to be durable, remaining a group for days, months,
or years.
Members have a feeling of identification with the group, some
loyalty for it and its objectives.
Group membership is detennined by reciprocal acceptance of
individuals.
Members see the group as a distinct entity and differentiate it from
other groups.
The members perceive the group as having certain goals.
(1973:244)
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Each Chinese Malaysian co-culture has boundaries of who is in the group
and who is not in the group. They are aware of their identity as "we" in
distinction to "they." This study has only highlighted a few of the co-culture
groups among Chinese Malaysians. Many others are not discussed. Thus,
an appropriate missionary role strives to discover the receptive social groups
among Chinese Malaysians. Missionaries can identify such social groups
by:
1. Reading historical, sociological, and anthropological material on
certain geographical areas within Malaysia.
2. Researching the religions in a certain geographical area.
3. Interviewing Chinese Malaysians and conducting surveys on the
economics, linguistics, occupations, etc. within a certain
geographical area.
4. Recording personal observations in temples, towns, marketplaces,
etc.
Missionaries can evangelize a given area faster by creating many units 3
rather than a few. Even ifmany small units are planted, experience shows
that church growth often is short circuited if one succumbs to the temptation
to combine or consolidate into a few stronger units. The pace of evangelism
is generally in direct ratio to the number of units established.
Playing an appropriate missionary role is not just a matter of finding
Chinese Malaysians. It involves finding those Chinese Malaysians who are
open to new ideas. Accordingly, it involves relating to Chinese Malaysians
in such a way that missionaries understand Chinese Malaysians on their own
terms. As C. Peter Wagner suggests, "Each one of these people groups must
be evangelized on its own terms" (1983: 115). If missionaries playa role
that has a narrow vision and is unwilling to work with Chinese Malaysians
in their own context, missionaries will fmd difficulty in discovering the
potentially receptive Chinese Malaysian social groups. With this in mind,
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how should missionaries relate to Chinese Malaysians on their own terms?
This question leads to the next topic for discussion in this chapter.
How Should Missionaries Relate to Chinese Malaysians?
Chapter 2 briefly discussed the history of Malaysia. With the
exception of the Chinese, many different people groups have ruled Malaysia.
Each one of these many people have related in various ways to Chinese
Malaysians. For instance, during British colonialism, the British brought
large numbers of Chinese into the country to work on the newly developed
rubber plantations and tin mines. The British required Chinese to work for
them and not with them.
During the Japanese occupation, the Japanese treated the Malays and
Indians leniently. In contrast, the Japanese discriminated against Chinese
Malaysians because the Chinese resisted the Japanese dominance. The
Japanese imprisoned some Chinese Malaysians while others suffered
economically.
Since the time of the British bringing Chinese in the country, Chinese
and Malay tension has existed. In time, the Chinese gained economic
dominance in the country and the Malays reacted in fear. This fear and
tension has continued to the present day. The Malays have used the
governmental arm to legislate economic policies to restrict the economic
advances of Chinese Malaysians. Moreover, they have exerted pressure
upon Chinese Malaysians to speak the national language and convert to the
Islamic faith. They have even used the media to influence Chinese
Malaysian identity.
Each one of the above people groups - British, Japanese, and Malays
-

required Chinese Malaysians to relate to them on their terms. They tried
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to shape and fashion Chinese identity according to their particular
world view and mindset. They did not relate to Chinese Malaysians from
within the Chinese Malaysian cultural home. Were these various ways of
relating to Chinese Malaysians appropriate? The reaction of Chinese
Malaysians indicates that such ways were inappropriate.
The 25 Chinese Malaysians interviewed struggled with the issue of what it
means to be Chinese. For instance, the Teochew speaking factory worker
reflected such a belief. He insists on keeping his Chinese traditions and not
to borrow anything from other ethnic groups. He feels that when people
convert to Islam, then they would loose their identity. He believes that by
becoming Muslim, Chinese Malaysians would loose their Chinese identity
and no longer be Chinese. Chinese Malaysians struggle with the issue of
identity because in the Malaysian context ethnic identity has become closely
associated with religious identity. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Malay
identity is associated with being Muslim and to deny Islam means to deny
Malayness.
The close association between ethnic identity and religious identity
has an important missiological implication. If Chinese Malaysians are given
the impression that they must give up their Chinese identity in order to
become a Christian, then the possibility exists that Chinese Malaysians will
reject Christianity. Although Chinese Malaysians readily accept new ideas,
they do not want to loose their Chinese identity. If they see Christianity as a
religion that forces them to give up their Chinese identity then they will not
want to accept it.
Closely related to this issue of Chinese identity and how Chinese see
Christianity is the issue of missionary identity. When missionaries begin
presenting the Christian faith, they can easily export their own practiced
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form of the Christian faith, giving the impression to Chinese Malaysians that
they must first become American in order to be Christian. We have already
seen that political, economic, cultural, and physical norms shape and fashion
Chinese Malaysian identity. Missionaries have not escaped such norms.
However, the expressions of those norms in an American context are much
different. As a result, how those norms have shaped and fashioned
missionary identity is much different.
Missionaries arrive in the cross-cultural setting with a uniquely
American identity. They also arrive with a uniquely practiced form of
Christianity. Concisely stated, they arrive with a Christian faith that has
found expression through a particular worldview and mindset, an American
worldview and mindset.
lbis is the reason why missiologists maintain the importance of
missionary adaptation. In adaptation, missionaries have their entire life
transformed. By adapting to the local culture, they begin to learn how to act
and behave in socially acceptable ways. Furthermore, they begin to
understand the Chinese Malaysian worldview. They also begin to see the
strengths and weaknesses, the good and the bad, of Chinese Malaysian
worldview. Essentially, they begin to take on a new identity.

Even more

important, in adaptation and the transformation of their identity, they are
better able to separate their own practiced form of Christianity (the other
culture) from the essence of the Christian faith (the supracultural). Hence,
missionaries will be in a better position to help Chinese Malaysians see that
they can retain their Chinese identity while at the same time be Christian.
The principle of missionary adaptation is not new. For years,
missiologists have addressed issues concerning missionary adaptation.
Adaptation and the transformation of missionary identity do not occur
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overnight. It takes time. In adaptation, missionaries need help from Chinese
Malaysians. Chinese Malaysians become informants to assist missionaries
in the adaptation process. In adaptation, missionaries seek out Chinese
Malaysian informants and form personal relationships with them.
The survey revealed that not only frequency of contact but the type of
contact directly influenced how Chinese Malaysians perceive outgroup
members. In adaptation, missionaries form intimate relationships with
Chinese. They make Chinese Malaysians their best friends and cohorts. In
doing so, missionaries facilitate the removing of stereotyped images. More
important, in adaptation and transformation of identity, missionaries can
contribute to planting an indigenous church that looks more Chinese
Malaysian than American in form and practice.
A young missionary once came to me complaining that he was having
trouble adjusting. We began to explore several issues of why his adjustment
appeared so difficult. In the course of the conversation, I asked him, "Who
are your friends?" He replied, "I have several missionary friends."
Immediately, I understood why his adaptation was so difficult. I encouraged
him to spend time making friends with local people and shared with him
how he could go about making those friends. The key to missionary
adaptation and the transformation of missionary identity is learning from
Chinese Malaysians. It involves having an "emic" (insiders) approach. As
such, the key is acculturating to Chinese Malaysian worldview and mindset
-

all that which consists of Chinese Malaysian identity.
The literature reviewed and the Chinese Malaysians interviewed

equate Chinese identity with certain cultural elements. Some of those
cultural elements include: living a particular lifestyle, being Chinese

241

educated or speaking a Chinese language, tapping into Chinese social
networks, and adhering to Chinese cultural values.
Chinese Lifestyle and Missionary Lifestyle
Missionary adaptation to a new identity begins with taking on a new
lifestyle. Several interviewees viewed Chinese identity in the sense of a
person' s daily lifestyle. For instance, some saw eating certain types of food
as being Chinese. If missionaries expect to blend in and be accepted into the
Chinese Malaysian community as an ingroup member, then listening to what
Chinese Malaysians deem as characteristic Chinese is important.
Missionary daily lifestyle influences what identity Chinese Malaysians give
mISSlOnanes.
A Chinese Malaysian once said, "When people eat together, they can
solve all problems." This Chinese Malaysian went on to explain that when
people disagree or need to work on their relationship, they should begin with
eating together. Probably one of the most important clues of whether
missionaries have adapted and taken on a new identity is whether they eat
what Chinese Malaysians eat. What is more, a clue is whether missionaries
eat when and where Chinese Malaysians eat.
A person's daily lifestyle goes beyond eating certain foods. Hygiene,
dress, places one shops, mode of transportation, and housing, all relate to
daily lifestyle. Even those habits that appear small reflect daily lifestyle
(e.g. using proper gestures). For instance, pointing with the index finger is
rude in the Malaysian context. As well, motioning people to come is not
with the hand pointing upward. Rather, motioning people to come is with
the hand pointing downward.
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Chinese Language and Missionary Language
Second, missionary adaptation to a new identity requires learning to
speak like Chinese Malaysians. Several interviewees equated Chinese
identity with being Chinese educated or being able to speak Chinese.
Chapter 4 considered several language options in the Chinese Malaysian
education system. The English-educated and the Malay-educated, due to
their different socializing experiences, do not consider knowing Mandarin as
crucial although they agree it is good to know Mandarin. The Chineseeducated generally see Mandarin as crucial for Chinese identity. In fact,
many Chinese Malaysians want their children to learn Mandarin because it is
regarded as muyu, or mother tongue. They see Mandarin as being useful in
the private business sector as well as international communications,
including access to Chinese writings and mass media. The many primary
schools that exist throughout the country provide evidence of the desire of
Chinese Malaysians to have their children learn Mandarin and receive a
Chinese education. Interviewees saw Chineseness in the sense of having a
Chinese education and being able to speak Chinese. Several Englishspeaking Chinese Malaysian interviewees struggled with what it means to be
Chinese because they could not speak Chinese and were not Chinese
educated. In the final analysis, for the most part, Chinese Malaysians equate
Chinese identity with having a Chinese education and being able to speak
Chinese.
The survey revealed that the majority of those polled felt
uncomfortable being around Westemers because of not being able to
communicate with them. What would happen if missionaries in such
situations began speaking Chinese? How would Chinese Malaysians
perceive missionaries? Personal experience says that Chinese Malaysians
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are initially shocked but then they almost immediately begin to invite
missionaries into their cultural home. Hence, if missionaries are going to
have a new identity and Chinese Malaysians are going to perceive them with
a new identity, then a need exists for missionaries to speak Chinese.
It is not enough to cross the physical boundaries and take on a new
lifestyle of the Chinese Malaysian culture and preach the gospel. It is
necessary to preach so that the language is understood and touches the felt
needs. How tragic for missionaries to travel thousands of miles, only to stop
one foot short of making the journey complete. Part of this [mal foot
involves learning to communicate in a Chinese language.
The Great Commission assumes missionaries will go make disciples.
It also assumes missionaries will go to each ethnic group. Embedded in the
Great Commission is the assumption that missionaries will learn the
language and culture of the ethnic group. Culture is discovered in and
through the language. To stop short of learning the language limits
missionaries more than any other factor. Without language skills,
missionaries can still preach. Yet, those listening can often not hear them.
It is well known that people frequently hear only what they want to

hear; that is, they filter what they hear and may not receive the correct
message. For this reason, we know we cannot simply send the message of
the gospel through a tract, or a radio program or a sermon and assume that
communication has taken place. Sometimes miscommunication results
because the message has not dealt with people from their perspective. In
other words, the message is not a message that the people are able to
comprehend and understand.
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Engel and Norton (1975:45) use an illustration to show how people
move from a position of having never heard the gospel to a position of being
a mature Christian.
-8
-7
-6
-5
-4
-3
-2
-1

Awareness of Supreme God
Initial Awareness of the Gospel
Knowledge of Gospel Basics
Understanding Implications of the Gospel
Positive Attitude toward the Gospel
Problem Recognition
Decision to Act
Repentance and Belief in Jesus Christ
o Change in Life / New Creature
+ 1 Evaluation of Decision and Change
+2 Incorporation into the Church
+3 Christian Growth and Reproduction
Engel states the obvious by saying that everyone stands somewhere on the
above continuum. He then makes the point that communication must be
directed to people who stand on the above continuum in terms they can
understand. For example, the plan of salvation is meaningless to a person at
the top of the continuum because that person will screen the message out.
When applied to Chinese Malaysians, it is apparent that some Chinese
Malaysians stand on a variety of levels on the above continuum.
In the process of spreading the gospel, it is easy to refer to a person or
an entire segment of a given population as closed to evangelism, when, in
reality, the missionary's communication is off target. The missionary should
accept the responsibility of analyzing and understanding the needs of
Chinese Malaysians who have never heard the gospel. Only then can the
gospel be presented in such a way that Chinese Malaysians can understand
the gospel.
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Charles Kraft maintains that ten common myths exist concerning the
communication of the gospel.
1. Hearing the gospel with one's ears is equivalent to "being reached"
with the gospel.
2. The words of the Bible are so powerful that all that people need to
bring them to Christ is to be exposed to hearing or reading the
Bible.
3. Preaching is God's ordained means of communicating the gospel.
4. The sermon is an effective vehicle for bringing about life change.
5. There is one best way to communicate the gospel.
6. The key to effective communication is the precise formulation of
the message.
7. Words contain their meanings.
8. What people really need is more information.
9. The Holy Spirit will make up for all mistakes if we are sincere,
spiritual, and prayerful enough.
10.As Christians, we should severely restrict our contacts with "evil"
people and refrain from going to "evil" places lest we "lose our
testimony" and ruin our witness. (1996b:24-37)

Missionaries need sharp means and methods to communicate the
gospel. In order to sharpen their communication skills, they should
recognize that "every communicational interaction involves a gap and a
bridge" (Kraft 1996b:3). Thus, in every communicational interaction of the
gospel a gap emerges between the receptor of the gospel and the
communicator of gospel. "To cross a gap, a communicational bridge is
needed" (Kraft 1996b:3). Missionaries serve as the bridge. Therefore,
sharpening communication skills becomes essential if missionaries expect
Chinese Malaysians to catch the true meaning of the gospel in terms that
make sense to Chinese Malaysian worldview categories.
As God's strategic messenger and the bridge for the gap, the
missionary's communicational strategy should remain receptor-oriented
seeking to enter the receptor's frame of reference. In other words, their
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communicational strategy should retain a "hands-on" approach whereby
they learn the culture, the language, life situations, social class, or similar or
all-embracing aspects of the context in which they operate. In addition, their
communicational strategy should remain personal becoming vulnerable to
the receptor. Vulnerability requires missionaries to open their lives to
others. It requires missionaries to come to a place that the reputation and
well-being of others becomes more important than their own.
Good communication ensures that messages are presented with a high
degree of impact. In other words, missionaries (1) develop high credibility
with their receptors, (2) demonstrate, not just speak, messages, (3) deal with
specific people, issues, and situations, (4) lead receptors to discover God's
message, and (5) trust those who respond to do the right thing with God's
message (Kraft 1996b: 14-23).
Recent social psychology research (Clement 1996; Genesee and
Gandara 1999; Masgoret and Gardner 1999; Ramers and Blanc 2000) on
acquiring a second language has brought to light a number of implications
that apply to missionary role, such as identity change, cultural assimilation,
and psychological adaptation. These studies have shown how learning and
using another language has a profound effect on the outlook of individuals
and on the fate of the group to which they are relating. The cross-cultural
psychology approach to intergroup contact emphasizes identity changes
accruing from such contact and their relation to individual adaptation (e.g.
Berry 1997).
Good communication goes beyond a mere exchange of words. It
influences thinking processes. It is the language they speak, along with the
mass media they are exposed to, which differentiates how Chinese
Malaysians think -

their worldview and ethos. Similarly, this is also true of
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mISSIOnarIes. Missionaries who go beyond mere words in communication
begin to think like Chinese Malaysians. They receive a new and different
socializing experience.
Chinese Malaysian Social Networks and Missionary Social Networks
Third, missionary adaptation to a new identity involves tapping into
Chinese social networks. Of those Chinese Malaysians interviewed, their
cultural identity rested in their ethnic identity -

their very sense of being

placed in an environment with others within their own group. Chapter 4
pointed out that the Teochew speaking factory worker felt betrayed when his
brother married a Malay woman -

someone outside his social networks. In

his confessional, he says, "What is important to me is the family. My wife,
children and I still live under the same roof with my parents; it is the same
house I grew up in. My brother and his wife also live here. This type of
family arrangement is typical in Chinese culture -

it is very advantageous."

Chapter 4 also pointed out that the English speaking professional
businesswoman's words echo the same theme. She was proud of her
Chineseness. She only talked of her Chineseness in terms of those she knew
intimately -

her parents and relatives. Chinese Malaysians throughout the

country have similar views.
To Chinese Malaysians, these ingroup member social relationships
teach them how to act and behave in the world. They also provide natural
bridges whereby they can spread new ideas. Missionaries can form
relationships with Chinese Malaysians. In so doing, they also learn how to
act and behave in appropriate manners. They also can tap into the natural
relational bridges for transporting the gospel.
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"Bridging" is not a new tenn or concept to church growth specialists.
Donald McGavran (1955) wrote the definitive text on the subject, entitled

The Bridges of God. By definition, bridging occurs when individuals carry
the gospel to relatives, friends, and people of like background. The bridges
of God, as Ebbie Smith defines it, are the "avenues of communication and
relationship over which the gospel flows from one person to another and
from one group to another" (1984:20).
It is the prayer of each missionary that the gospel will take root in the
new believer so that the gospel will spread by natural, spiritual means to
other people in the web network. As Hunter maintains, "The Christian faith
is usually not spread between strangers, but between persons who know and
trust each other. The social networks of the body of believers provide
opportunity for a web movement of the Christian faith" (1986:71). As
previously noted, type of relationships is important in removing stereotyped
images. Moreover, relationships are the key for missionaries to adapt and be
transfonned. Even more important, relationships within social webs are the
key to the transportation of the gospel.
Originally tenned (1) mass movements (Pickett 1933), (2) people
movements (Orr 1955), then (3) web movements (McGavaran 1990), history
records the occurrence of these movements. By definition, a people
movement occurs when a large number of people make decisions for Christ
together, seemingly as a group. It is clear in the New Testament that a
decision for Christ must be personal, voluntary, willing, and an aware choice
of Christ as Savior and Lord for salvation to take place. However, this can
and has occurred in the context of a people movement. The technical
definition McGavran and others have given to this phenomenon is multiindividual mutually independent conversion. People move and are
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participating at the same time, but each person's decision is personal and
mutually independent, though influential (interdependent) on others
(McGavran 1973).
Today, the International Mission Board uses the term church planting
movement. By definition, church planting movement is "a rapid and
exponential increase of indigenous churches planting churches with a given
people group or population segment" (Garrison 1999:7). David Garrison
contends that one obstacle to church planting movements is loss of a valued
cultural identity. He writes,
When a people have to abandon their ethnic identity and adopt an
alien culture in order to become believers, the cause of church
planting won't go far. Around the world, many churches that look
culturally out of place in their setting serve as testimonies to this
obstacle.
In too many instances, church planting has become cultural warfare,
as missionaries and local Christians attempt to conquer and change the
culture rather than the hearts of the people. Whenever one must
become like a Russian, American, European, etc., to become a
Christian, there is little chance that the movement will spread rapidly
among a non-Russian, non-American or non-European. (1999:49-50)
The survey pointed out that many Chinese Malaysians view Christianity as a
Western religion. They believe that by converting to Christianity they will
need to deny their cultural identity. How can missionaries overcome such a
stereotyped image? As implied in Chapter 6, frequency of contact and type
of contact has a result of removing stereotyped images.
A church planting movement, mass movement, people movement, or
web movement, whatever one calls it, is not produced or fabricated. Nor can
it be predicted. Nonetheless, missionaries can plant the gospel among
receptive individuals and social groups. This in tum could point to bringing
about new believers who follow the natural bridges of God to other people.
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In so doing, missionaries will be following up on witnessing opportunities.
This simple tapping into the existing social networks will prayerfully lead to
a church planting movement.
Although important, the above aspects of replicating a Chinese daily
lifestyle, learning a Chinese language, and tapping into Chinese Malaysian
social networks touch only the objective aspects of culture. Adaptation and
transformation goes beyond a mere superficial contact with Chinese
Malaysians. It involves wrestling with the subjective aspects of Chinese
Malaysian culture.
Chinese Cultural Values and Missionary Cultural Values
One aspect of the unobservable culture is the value system. As
mentioned in Chapter 3, Southeast Asian values revolve around maintaining
order. When missionaries enter into the Chinese Malaysian context, they
can easily create disorder with the consequence of Chinese Malaysians
rejecting them as outsiders. Obviously, this is not an intended purpose of
missionaries. They would rather maintain order while at the same time recreate values that replicate Christianity. To accomplish such a task,
missionaries start by understanding Chinese Malaysian values. This study
highlighted several Chinese Malaysian values, which included:
Food
Hard Work
Success
Diligence
Education
Wealth
Family Oriented
Happiness

Money
Perseverance
Position
Face
Thrift
Meritocracy
Generosity
Prosperity

Harmony
Filial Piety
Respect for hierarchy
Integrity
Modesty
Honesty
Entrepreneurship
Pragmatic/practical
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The scope of this study is not to determine which of the above Chinese
cultural values are more Christian and which values are less Christian.
Nevertheless, most missionaries would insist that some of the above values
are not values that Christians should make important in their life.
Additionally, they would suggest that several of the above values do not go
against Christian values. The issue is not which of the above values
missionaries would deem important and which ones they would not for one' s
Christian faith. The real issue is that missionaries need to go through a
process of contrasting cultural values, internalizing new values, replacing
non-productive values, improving and strengthening positive values, and
planting new values. When missionaries journey through this type of
pilgrimage, they play an appropriate role that strives to plant an indigenous
Chinese church.
Contrast cultural values. Contrasting one's own cultural values and
basic assumptions of life with Chinese cultural values and basic assumptions
of life places missionaries in a position to understand why Chinese act and
behave as they do. Behaviors, the way in which people interact with others,
display values, or what is important to people. Very often these cultural
values are the "shoulds," "oughts," and "musts" which were given so early
in life that people are usually unaware of their influence.
In American Cultural Patterns: A Cross-Cultural Perspective, Edward
C. Stewart and Milton J. Bennett propose that it is inappropriate to delineate
a list of "do" and "don't" behaviors from cultural values (1991:15). They
further insist that it is better for outsiders to contrast their own basic
assumptions with those of the host culture in order to discover the areas of
cultural differences. In so doing, they maintain that it is possible to discover
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behaviors that are relevant to each particular situation. From Chapter 3, it is
possible to construct contrasting cultural differences in terms of what it
means to be "More Chinese" and "Less Chinese." As derived from the
twenty cultural patterns in Chapter 3, the following table delineates
behaviors that are "more Chinese" in contrast with behavior that is "less
Chinese":
Table 14. Contrasts of Being "More Chinese" and "Less Chinese"
"MORE CHINESE"

•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

Expect only authority figures to lead.
Loyalty even when disagree with
leadership decisions
Ambiguous and unstructured meetings
and events welcomed.
Authority figure speaks for the group.
Only the leader is accountable.
Dependence on those in authority
In contentious issues, use third party
mediators
Avoid saying "no" - What is said may
not be what is meant.
Talking in circles, never expressing
one's personal views
Responding to a request with a
"maybe."
Pretend to understand instructions
Reciprocate giving face, acts of
kindness and favors
Importance of following protocol and
rituals in greetings
Use of honorifics in public addresses.
Special recognition & seat allocation
for honorary guest at public gatherings
Promote oneness with other people.
Compromise and Cooperation
Do things together with others.
Unexpectedly visit friends.
Unhurried
"Rolling" deadlines
Flexibility, resulting in impromptu
planning and scheduling
Several things can happen at an event

"LESS CHINESE"

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•

•

•
•
•

Expect anyone to take the lead.
Argue/Complain when disagree with
leadership decisions
Structured meetings and events
needed.
Everyone has an equal voice.
Everyone is accountable.
Independent spirit
Confront others with face-to-face
feedback.
Assertive and to the point - What is
said is what is meant.
Being blunt in expressing one's
personal views
Responding to a request with a direct
"no."
Ask questions to understand
Not necessary to reciprocate acts of
kindness and favors
Informality in addressing others, use
of first names
Self-recognition in public addresses
All are equal so no need to recognize
anyone at public gatherings
Freedom, independent spirit
Competition
Do things alone.
Privacy desired.
Punctuality
Tight deadlines are important
Advance planning and scheduling
needed, goal setting emphasized
One thing happens at an event
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•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•

•

Past and present oriented, resulting in
open-ended conversations
Holistic view of life, resulting in not
separating private life from other
aspects of life
People and Events connected, resulting
in a need to build relationships first
then discuss business.
The listener is responsible for
understanding the message.
Message containing relations and
people means everything
Formality (i.e. greetings) leads to
intimacy.
Inquiring about group relationships, the
other person, creates intimacy.
Preserve face and avoid embarrassing
others in solving problems.
Ask first, "Is this the best way to do a
task?"
Sin in breaking relationships
Anger-suppressed
Politeness, good manners in public
Tolerance, understanding, and respect
for differences.
''May I help?"
Modesty in demonstrating economic
status and material possessions.
Acknowledge achievements of others.
Long hours and hard work signify
success.
Accept problems or mistakes as part of
natural happenings.
"Why" questions less important
Relational Thinking
Relation bound and go by the group
Rest heavily on experience and do not
separate people from data and facts
Friendly chats important.
Knowing and tracking people more
important than knowing numbers
To stimulate chan e be in with eo Ie

•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•

•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

•
•

Future oriented, resulting in cIosedended conversations
Segmented view of life, resulting in
separating private life from other
aspects of life
People and Events not connected,
resulting in discussing business
anytime.
The speaker is responsible for
communicating the message clearly.
Message containing facts and
information means everything
Physical public expressions (i.e.
hugging, etc.) lead to intimacy.
Inquiring about the self, the person
being addressed, creates intimacy.
Study the problem to look for a logical
answer.
Ask first, "Is this the right way to do a
task?"
Sin in breaking the law
Anger-expressed in public
Outspoken and brash
Impatience with those that are
different
"Would you help me?"
Outward expressions of economic
status and material possessions.
Acknowledge personal achievements.
Relaxation and leisure looked forward
to.
Bring problems or mistakes to the
forefront
"Why" questions more important
Analytical Thinking
Procedure bound and go by the book
Rational arguments based on objective
data and facts.
Getting down to business is important
Knowing and tracking numbers more
important than knowing people
To stimulate change begin with tasks

Missionaries need to contrast the basic assumptions or cultural patterns upon
which their own behaviors rest with those of the host culture. For instance,
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seen in the above Table 14, people who are "less Chinese," like American
missionaries, are often outspoken and openly share their opinion. They do
not hold back. Instead, what they say is often what they mean. When
traditional Chinese face this type of American behavior, they often withdraw
and become non-contributing. Consequently, a hedge forms between the
traditional Chinese and the American. All of the above contrasts serve as a
good tool in knowing how to act and behave among Chinese Malaysians.
However, in speaking about missionary role and the planting of an
indigenous church, contrasting differences is not enough. Internalizing the
values of the host culture, in this case the Chinese way of doing things, is
necessary.
Internalize Chinese values. For most missionaries, the process of
internalizing Chinese cultural values needs to become a conscious choice.
Although it is never too late, the sooner missionaries include Chinese
Malaysian values in their process of socialization the greater the chances of
internalizing them so that they become a part of their unconscious behavior.
In order to accomplish this, it is a conscious process of mimicking Chinese
behaviors.
As an example, Chinese display humility by hiding accomplishments
and accentuating weaknesses. On the other hand, people "less Chinese,"
namely Americans, are self-confident and accentuate accomplishments. In
social relationships with Chinese Malaysians, missionaries can hide their
accomplishment and accentuate their weakness. Moreover, they can offer
assistance to Chinese Malaysians. In doing so, they give face to Chinese
Malaysians and are saying to them, "We are equals, I am not your superior."
People who have true self-confidence will accommodate to the other
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person's way of doing things. As missionaries internalize Chinese
Malaysian values, they can go a step further and begin to improve and
strengthen positive values.
Improve and strengthen positive values. As an illustration, traditional
Chinese culture values the spirit of tolerance and comprehensiveness. It
can't esteem and value a Christianity with a spirit of narrow partisanship and
exclusiveness. Chinese have an obligation to the collective group in which
they live and are nourished. Moreover, they do not segment life. Instead,
they view life holistically. So, emphasizing only the so-called "personal
gospel" tends to be narrow, while emphasizing only the so-called "social
gospel" is shallow. Missionaries can take the positive Chinese values of the
collective group and holism, strengthening and improving those values with
Christian truth and faith.
Replace non-productive rituals, customs, and behaviors, and plant
new values and practices. There is no perfect culture. In every culture, there
are values and behaviors that do not exemplify the best of humankind.
Although these values and behaviors do maintain and regulate ethnic
boundaries, they are not ones that missionaries would want to replicate in
planting an indigenous church. Therefore, in every culture, when
missionaries discover non-productive values and behaviors, they should
strive to replace such values and behaviors with new ones. In other words,
where the culture lacks the values and behaviors of the fruits of the Spirit,
missionaries can step in providing alternative replacements.
In the traditional Chinese Malaysian culture, the system of hierarchy
and the concept of face sometimes spill over into degrading the dignity of
people. This is especially true in how parents treat their children who do not
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live up to the parent's expectations, especially indicative when children
receive low test scores. These children, so devastated by their test results,
often commit suicide by jumping off Penang bridge instead of facing their
parents ridicule and disappointment.
Jesus had another view of people. He deemed each person important

in the sight of God. Missionaries can step in at this point of contention with
Chinese Malaysian culture, providing an acceptable model of how to act and
behave. As Ling and Cheuk suggest, Chinese can "learn to verbally affinn
and appreciate traits and deeds of another person" instead of being "so
generous with reprimands and criticism" (1999:152). Hence, missionaries
can provide an acceptable alternative model of an encouraging and edifying
spirit whereby they walk alongside their children when they struggle during
such times.
Chinese cultural values are the deeper elements of culture. They
signify what Chinese Malaysians deem important in life. If missionaries are
going to play an appropriate role that plants an indigenous church, then they
need to contrast Chinese values with their own values, internalize Chinese
values, improve and strengthen positive values, replace non-productive
values, and introduce new values based on Christian truth.
In essence, in adaptation and transfonnation of identity, missionaries
go through a process of living a particular lifestyle, being Chinese educated
or speaking a Chinese language, tapping into Chinese social networks, and
adhering to Chinese cultural values. In doing so, they transfonn strangers
into friends and colleagues and partners. They become a part of the ingroup.
They see Chinese Malaysians go from labels of "they" to labels of "us."
When this happens, the Chinese Malaysian cultural context becomes the
cultural home of missionaries. As a result, through this process of

257

missionary transformation and forming intimate relationships, social
categories and ethnocentrism are broken down so that outgroups are
perceived in more individualized terms.
As stated previously, Chinese Malaysians readily invite the world into
their cultural home. Missionaries are included in this invitation. With open
arms, Chinese Malaysians are inviting missionaries into their cultural home
to be shaped and fashioned in such a way that missionaries take on a new
identity. By entering into the cultural home of Chinese Malaysians,
missionaries begin separating their practiced form of Christianity (the other
culture) from the essence of the Christian faith (the supracultural). In doing
so, they adapt and are transformed taking on a new social identity. Even
more important, they play an appropriate missionary role placing them in a
better position to contribute to the planting of an indigenous church.
What Would an Indigenous Church Look Like Among Chinese Malaysians?
Chinese religion is very pluralistic. No matter its location, it is
versatile and adapts to the local context. It incorporates local elements and
deifies local people. Basically, it serves as an arena to develop individual
identity and worldview. In such religious pluralism, what strategy is needed
to plant an indigenous church among Chinese Malaysians?
Mission Strategy among Chinese Malaysians
Strategy is "the practical working out of the will of God within a
cultural context" (Van Rheenen 1996:140). It asks, "How does God desire
that we minister within this context?" (Van Rheenen 1996:140) Chinese
Malaysians are asking missionaries to reach out to them. Their willingness
to incorporate new ideas and adapt according to the cultural context is an
open invitation for missionaries to develop a well-defmed and
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comprehensive strategy. Without such a strategy, missionaries fail to
scratch Chinese Malaysians where they itch the most. As Peter Wagner
insists, having a strategy boosts efficiency, assesses effectiveness, allows for
mid-course adjustment, unifies those involved, and makes accountability
natural and possible (1987:32-33).
Types of strategies. Missionaries can utilize one or all of four
different types of strategies:

'

1. Standard Solution Strategies - assume that one approach can be
used in every context; it is one-size fits all mentality.
2. Being-in-the-way Strategies - emphasize the role of God in
missions and evangelism and assume that human planning negates
the divine role.
3. Planning-so-far Strategies - focus on beginnings rather than
outcomes. Those who use this approach believe that if they plan to
begin a work, God will do the rest.
4. Unique Solution Strategies - are based on the assumption that
culture and situations are different and each one requires its own
special strategy. Christian missionaries who use the unique
solution strategies examine strategies that others have used in
various contexts but do not copy them as such. These experiences,
rather, become the reservoir out of which they are led by God to
form unique strategy models appropriate for their own context.
(Van Rheenen 1996: 142-145)
Of the above strategies, which one fits the Chinese Malaysian
context? A unique solution strategy is needed. As this study suggested,
Chinese Malaysians have shifting identities. They see Chinese identity in
the same way as being bi-cultural. With Chinese Malaysian society in a
period of transition and also with the fact that Chinese Malaysians view
themselves with shifting identities, missionaries could easily implement a
strategy that does not wrestle with such shifting identities.
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Related to this discussion of shifting identities and strategy is how
anthropologists view various societies. Traditionally categorized into four
societies, anthropologists note that each type of society displays certain
characteristics in tenns of the people's social networks, religion, thinking
processes, decisions making, and learning styles. In broad strokes, the
following table illustrates these four societies and their respective
characteristics:
Table 15. Characteristics of Four Types of Societies
TRIBAL

PEASANT

INDUSTRIAL

INFORMATIONAL

SOCIAL
NETWORKS

Kinship

Hierarchal

Commonality

Individualism

RELIGION

Pure
Animism

Fundamentalism
and/or
Radicalism

Secularism /
Materialism

Humanism

Highly
Concrete

Concrete

Abstract

Highly Abstract

Decentralized
Leaders

Individual

Literate

Highly Literate

THINKING
PROCESSES
DECISION
MAKING
LEARNING
STYLE

Consensus
Illiterate

Ruler and/or
Leader
Semi-Literate

Social networks among Chinese Malaysians function on a variety of
levels -

some based on kinship, some based on hierarchy, some on points

of commonality, and others on individual interests. In a study from 1971 to
1974, Ronald Provencher maintained a similar theme in studying the Malay
population. Speaking about modernization and its relationship to
traditionalism, Provencher proposed that urban communities were not
unifonn and linear and people were not at the same degree and at the same
point in relation to relating to one another. He alleged that certain subpopulations in urban areas demonstrate important values of 'traditional'
fonnal behavior and interaction while other areas demonstate values more
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replicable to Western populations (1975:v,143). In addition to social
networks, a spectrum of Chinese Malaysian identities are found in relation to
religion, thinking processes, decision making, and learning styles.
As a result, neat categories as those in above Table 15 do not work in
the Chinese Malaysian context. They do help in understanding how culture
maintains and regulates acceptable behavior among a particular people
group. Nevertheless, they do not paint the real picture of the Chinese
Malaysian context. For instance, it is quite possible to discover a Chinese
person with hierarchy social relationships, a very humanistic religion, highly
concrete thinking processes, consensus decision making, and a highly
literate learning style, i.e., characteristics of all four types of societies.
Because of such shifting identities, the Chinese Malaysian local
context demands the implementation of unique solution strategies. No one
strategy would fit all contexts among Chinese Malaysians. Hence, each
context deserves its own strategy. In each context missionaries need to
package the gospel in such a way that it penetrates into the deeper life needs
of Chinese Malaysians.
Mission strategy and packaging the gospel. Some people traditionally
describe Chinese Malaysians as thrifty, expedient, hard working, judicious,
shrewd, and prudent. However, one word, that word being pragmatic,4
summarizes Chinese Malaysians. Noted earlier, Chinese Malaysians are
typically concerned with their self. In Chinese folk religion, for example,
Chinese Malaysians are concerned with such issues as family, well-being,
prosperity, success, good luck, and long life. When Chinese Malaysians go
to the temple or entreat one of the many deities, they go to obtain something
for themselves individually. There is no concept of membership nor is there
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a sole allegiance to a single deity. The deity or even spirit that answers the
request receives attention and devotion.
F or Chinese Malaysians, their religion, like most other aspects of their
life, is pragmatic to the everyday issues of life. If Chinese Malaysians are
ill, they go to the temple. If they are troubled emotionally or

psychologically, they pray for deliverance. If they have family problems,
they summon the deity's power. If they have troubled business ventures,
they entreat a deity to give them success. If school examinations stress
students, the students entreat a deity or spirit to overcome such stress.
Consequently, Chinese Malaysian religion deals with the daily problems in
life. It deals with helping Chinese Malaysians in a pragmatic way, helping
them have a victorious daily life.
Since the inception of Christian missions, missionaries have
emphasized the need to make the gospel relevant to the socio-cultural
context (Nichols 1979:51-52; Hesselgrave 1980: 11). In his evangelism and
church planting efforts, Paul took into consideration the socio-cultural
context of the hearers. For instance, when Paul preached in Athens, he
realized that his audience was not Jewish. He understood that his audience
was Gentile intelligentsia (Acts 17) and so he built a bridge of
communication, speaking about "the unknown god" (Acts 17:23). While
Paul sought to retain the pure Christian faith, he also adapted the gospel to
fit the daily life needs of the hearers.
In the Chinese Malaysian context, what is relevant in one co-culture is
not necessarily relevant in another co-culture. To make it more complicated,
what is relevant to one Chinese Malaysian is not necessarily relevant to the
next Chinese Malaysian. With this in mind, each co-culture context needs a
culturally relevant mission strategy. When missionaries arrive with a
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predetermined strategy from a foreign culture, they testify to an arrogant and
unhealthy paternalism and ignorance in sound missiology. Instead,
missionaries need a learners' attitude. They arrive wanting to adapt to the
Chinese Malaysian culture and desiring a transformation of their own social
identity. When this happens, missionaries will discover how to package the
gospel message. How missionaries package the gospel will determine the
degree of impact it has on transforming Chinese Malaysians. As evidenced
in the research, Chinese Malaysians readily accept new ideas. However,
they accept new ideas that meet specific needs in their life. If missionaries
package the gospel to address these daily life needs, then Chinese
Malaysians will want to adopt the Christian faith.
The problem of adapting the gospel to be relevant among Chinese
Malaysians is that identity and culture are in the process of evolving. As
mentioned previously, Chinese Malaysians are constantly borrowing and
adopting cultural forms. Their identity and culture is never constant. All of
the newly borrowed cultural forms and practices become not only a way of
sustaining and strengthening Chinese Malaysian identities but also a means
of transforming them.
Morris-Suzuki has developed similar ideas in the context of a study of
the development of modern Japan. She uses the term "formatting" to
describe the process of creating a "single underlying common framework or
set of rules" used to coordinate local sub-regimes (1998: 164). In discussing
the development of scientific endeavor in Japan, for example, she stresses
the "importance of the distinction between the global format of methods,
theories and taxonomies of knowledge (defined almost entirely by the West)
and local content [as] important ... for early Japanese scientific researchers"
(1998: 165). Thus, for Chinese Malaysians, the process of globalization
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tends to be one of adoption and adaptation of a framework - formatting that can be varied to meet particular circumstances, while retaining universal
familiarity .
For any mission strategy, it becomes important for missionaries to
understand how Chinese Malaysians adopt and adapt new ideas. It is even
more important for missionaries to understand what meaning Chinese
Malaysians give the newly adopted cultural forms. If missionaries do not,
they can easily assume that familiar cultural forms have the same meaning
as their home country. Thus, missionaries need to identifY with Chinese
Malaysians in such a way that they understand the meaning of the obvious
and visible cultural forms.
Contextualization among Chinese Malaysians
When missionaries reach a point that they understand the meaning of
the obvious and visible cultural forms, then they can package the gospel in
such a way that the gospel meets the pragmatic needs of Chinese
Malaysians. When it comes to packaging the gospel, we are speaking about
the missiological issue known as contextualization.
Defming contextualization. As Daniel Sanchez (1998 :318) points out,
the word contextualization "is a derivative of the word context which has its
roots in contextus (Latin) meaning 'weaving together.'" He goes on to
defme contextualization as "making concepts and methods relevant to a
historical situation" and it enables "the message of God's redeeming love in
Jesus Christ to become alive as it addresses the vital issues of a sociocultural
context and transforms its worldview, its values, its goals" (1998:318).
Whiteman goes somewhat beyond this definition to describe
contextualization and suggests that contextualization has three functions:
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1. Contextualization attempts to communicate the Gospel in word and
deed and to establish the church in ways that make sense to people
within their local cultural context, presenting Christianity in a such
a way that it meets people's deepest needs and penetrates their
worldview, thus allowing them to follow Christ and remain within
their culture ...
2. Another function of contextualization in mission is to offend but only for the right reasons, not the wrong ones. Good
contextualization offends people for the right reasons. Bad
contextualization, or lack of it altogether, offends them for the
wrong reasons. When the Gospel is presented in word and deed,
and the fellowship of believers we call the church is organized
along appropriate cultural patterns, then people will more likely be
confronted with the offense of the Gospel, exposing their own
sinfulness and the tendency toward evil, oppressive structures and
behavior patterns within their culture...
3. A third function of contextualization in mission is to develop
contextualized expressions of the Gospel so that the Gospel itself
will be understood in ways the universal church has neither
experienced nor understood before, this expanding our
understanding of the kingdom of God. In this sense,
contextualization is a form of mission reverse, where we will learn
from other cultures how to be more Christian in our own context.
(1997:2-7)
As stated previously, Chinese Malaysians are constantly adopting and
adapting new ideas. New ideas are being adopted and adapted to fit the
daily life needs of Chinese Malaysians. Chinese Malaysians are already
practicing contextualization. Contextualization works toward using
language in keeping with the local culture.
From a missiological standpoint, contextualization wrestles with how
the text, the Christian faith, will weave together with the context, making the
Christian faith alive and relevant for the hearers. Thus, contextualization
strives to make the gospel relevant and pragmatic for a particular context.
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It is suggested that missionaries only carry two important documents,

a Bible and a passport. In fact, this is far from the truth. Missionaries carry
cultural baggage from their home country. The missionary task becomes not
only a journey of adapting to a cross-cultural setting, but also a journey of
discovering how to understand the difference between one's own home
country cultural baggage and that which is truly a part of the Christian faith.
Modes of missionary role in contextualizing the gospel. As expected,
in the process of unwrapping that which is not relevant from that which is
relevant missionaries throughout the history of Christian missions have
played a variety of roles to contextualize the gospel. In The Church and

Cultures, Luzbetak (1988:64-84) contends that the two thousand year history
of missionary roles reveal one of three categories.
Missionary roles may express ethnocentric orientations in
contextualizing the gospel. Luzbetak contends that ethnocentrism affects
people "from understandable and forgivable minor excesses in group loyalty
and group pride to uncontrolled xenophobia, unpardonable cultural
imperialism, and such utterly outrageous 'superman' madness as that of the
Nazis" (1988:65). Culture and subculture differences exist between all
people. Therefore, it is understandable why a western missionary dealing
with an Asian could be conceivably more ethnocentric than dealing with a
European.
In an ethnocentric orientation, missionaries tend toward paternalism.
Luzbetak defmes paternalism as "a misguided compassion that tends to
humiliate the would-be beneficiaries, making them even more dependent on
the would be benefactor than they were before" (1988:65-66). In an
ethnocentric orientation, missionaries also express a triumphalistic spirit.
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They come to believe that "the sending agency has been so successful and so
blessed that it now has a manifest destiny to share with the receiving church
not only its faith but, more importantly, the special, purely cultural qualities
of that faith" (Luzbetak 1988:66). Lastly, in an ethnocentric orientation
missionaries are racist and develop attitudes of class prejudices. They
might label the host people as inferior, superstitious, or even primitive.
Missionary roles might act and behave with an accommodational
orientation in contextualizing the gospel. Luzbetak states,
The principle of missionary accommodation presupposes the
recognition of "neutral" and "naturally good" elements in nonChristian ways of life. It believes that other cultures contain
elements that are consistent with the Gospel. Accommodation
insists that, inasmuch as such non-Christian elements can and
indeed exist, the universal Church and the sending churches
may, and indeed should, allow local churches to incorporate
such elements as part and parcel of the local Christian
community's behavior. (1988:67)

It is doubtful if missionaries would want to advocate either an
ethnocentric or accomodational orientation in contextualizing the gospel.
Instead, missionaries would rather strive toward a contextual orientation.
Luzbetak contends that "In a contextual model, the two most important and
immediate agents involved in mission are the Holy Spirit and the local
People of God" (1988:70). Luzbetak asserts that whereas accommodational
orientations look for contact points and stepping stones to Christ's full
message, contextual orientations go to the very roots of the culture.
As missionaries go through the process of understanding the
difference between their own home country cultural baggage and that which
is truly a part of the Christian faith, they should determine what
contextualized model5 best fits the specific Chinese Malaysian co-culture.
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Thus, missionaries can play and should playa role in the contextualization
process. Stephen Bevans suggests that missionaries can contribute to the
development of a contextual theology in three ways. They can contribute by
providing a kind of counterpoint by their critique of a particular culture or
situation. They can contribute by being honest in presenting their
theological position. They can contribute by possibly being more in tune
with a particular culture than those of the culture (2002:19-20).
Examples of Contextualization among Chinese Malaysians
Missionaries can practice contextualization among Chinese
Malaysians by discovering the unmet needs in Chinese religion and by a
process known as ritual analysis. Both ways allow the local context to
reveal worldview themes, ethos, and felt needs. Both approaches avoid
dichotomizing the sacred and the secular, encouraging the gospel to
penetrate Chinese Malaysian worldview and ethos, their very religiousness
and religion.
As missionaries discover unmet needs and engage in the process of
ritual analysis, they grasp a clearer understanding of Chinese Malaysian
worldview and ethos. They also begin to develop a "metacultural grid"
(Hiebert 1987: 109) that does not promote culturally biased theological
assumptions (Hiebert 1987:111). When this happens, missionaries discover
a "metatheological framework" (Hiebert 1987: 111) that avoids the traps of
promoting their own culturally biased theological assumptions and their
practiced form of Christianity.
Both processes to contextualize the gospel stimulate the emergence of
local theologies. Such local theologies reveal that the Christian faith is
beginning to penetrate Chinese Malaysian worldview and ethos. This study
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has already spoken about how sacred symbols establish powerful pervasive
and long-lasting moods and motivations. It has also spoken about how
symbols synthesize a person's worldview and ethos. We need to go a step
further and suggest how symbol, rite, and ritual analysis are suited for
constructing a local theology.
1. Its interdisciplinary approach and its concern for all dimensions of
culture, both verbal and nonverbal, both empirical and
nonempirical, represent the kind of holism that is important when
it comes to listening to a culture.
2. Its concern for observation of the various sign systems in a culture,
and their configuration, allows for a closer look at how the identity
of the culture and the identity of members of the culture are
constituted. By studying not only the sign systems, but also the
relations among the signs given in the syntactic, semantic, and
pragmatic rules, the culture is allowed to emerge in its own
configuration. (Schreiter 1985:52)
Said another way, symbol, rite, and ritual analysis look at all aspects of the
culture, strives to recognize both the good and the bad in the culture, and
allows the symbols, rites, and rituals to speak for themselves. Thus, as the
gospel message is introduced to Chinese Malaysians, the local Chinese
Malaysians grapple with how the gospel message penetrates their very
deepest needs in life, their worldview and ethos.
Filling in the gap. Missionaries can contextualize the gospel by
discovering unmet needs in Chinese religion. For example, Chinese
Malaysians worship both at home and at temples. Usually they go to
temples during major Chinese festivals, temple festivals, and when they feel
the need, such as to consult about marriage and health matters. Chinese
Malaysians may frequent a particular temple due to its close proximity to
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their home. However, for the most part, there is no sense of affiliation to a
specific temple. In addition, there is no sense of belonging to a specific
religious group.
Christianity can meet this unmet need. The Christian concept of
fellowship and belonging fills the gap that Chinese religion leaves empty.
On a practical note, an indigenous church can meet the unmet need by
holding special banquets. Chinese weddings are grand events. The wedding
comes to a climax with a wedding dinner. The dinner normally consists of
eight Chinese dishes. During the meal, people sing karaoke. An indigenous
church will hold a similar type dinner during the Christmas season. They
will invite non-Christians to the dinner, showing non-Christians how the
church provides fellowship and a sense of belonging. Instead of singing
karaoke style, they will sing songs that emphasize the family of God, the
fellowship one fmds in the church, and how fellowship comes about because
of the birth of Jesus Christ.
As another example, Chinese religion does not have a set of scriptures
or a standard guide. Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism each have a
written form. However, no such written form exists in popular Chinese
religion. The Teochew speaking factory worker states, "In our Chinese
religion, there are no scriptures, only oral tradition. What we learn is passed
down from generation to generation. I only believe what I can see and
experience." Hence, Chinese religion takes many forms due to its reliance
upon oral traditions.
This causes Chinese Malaysians to fmd Chinese religion confusing.
They are uncertain as to what they actually believe. This is the reason
Chinese Malaysians often answer with "Buddhist" when asked what religion
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they believe. They actually do not know what written precepts and
guidelines makeup Chinese religion.
The Christian faith can meet this unmet need. The Christian Scripture
serves as a guide to know what to believe and how to live. When visiting
people for the first time, Chinese Malaysians bring gifts. Those gifts take
many forms, ranging from chocolates to oranges to other items. Personal
experience shows that Chinese Malaysians appreciate gifts, even the gift of a
Bible. Due to media, many Chinese Malaysians already know that people
give gifts during the Christmas season. An indigenous church will give
Bibles as gifts during the Christmas season to fill the gap of this unmet need.
A third example of how an indigenous church can fill the gap of
unmet needs is by proclaiming that Jesus Christ, as Immanuel, is both
intimate and ultimate, meeting the needs of people. Chinese Malaysians
worship a pantheon of gods in order to receive a blessing. The blessing
desired might be a women's desire to have a child, a businessman's desire to
have success in a business venture, a student's desire to have good test
results, or a elderly person's desire to have assurance of eternal peace and
forgiveness.
An indigenous church will point Chinese Malaysians to Jesus Christ
who meets their every need. In an indigenous church, worship services
focus on the supremacy of Jesus and how Jesus provides every spiritual
blessing (Ephesians 1:3). Church members, visiting relatives and friends,
would listen to the blessings desired and then proclaim that Jesus Christ is
all-sufficient. Moreover, an indigenous church will reach out to those with
special needs, such as providing tutoring classes for students in need of
desiring to have good results on their tests. Additionally, instead of sitting
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back idly, an indigenous church will reach out monetarily to those who
suffer from failed business ventures.
As a result, an indigenous Chinese Malaysian church will not base its
ministries within the four walls of a church building. Instead, its ministries
will go into the community striving toward the development of the entire
community. It will strive to discover the blessings that Chinese Malaysians
desire in order to scratch Chinese Malaysians where they itch. This means
an indigenous church, just as Chinese religion, will not dichotomize the
sacred and the secular. Rather, it will provide answers for the everyday
pragmatic questions in life.
As mentioned in Chapter 5, Chinese Malaysians do not dichotomize
the sacred and the secular. Rather, they view all aspects oflife as
interrelated. For instance, when Chinese Malaysians feel feverish, they do
not believe that the fever is only related to the surrounding environment or
some transmitted sickness. Instead, they view the fever as related to being
out of harmony with both the surrounding environment and spiritual realm.
Therefore, it makes good sense to minister to the whole person and to
engage in holistic ministries.
Holistic ministries should emerge from a local context. They are not
transferable or program centered. Rather, they are context specific and
people centered. In other words, the local context will determine the
specific emphasis or approach to minister to Chinese Malaysian worldview,
ethos, and felt needs.
If the gospel message is to be understood and interpreted into
meaningful expressions that connect with the Chinese Malaysian worldview
and ethos, it must be free to deal not only with the spiritual reality of eternal
life, but also with the finite physical realities of their felt needs. As a result,
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an indigenous church will not separate evangelism and social responsibility.
When such dichotomizing practices occur, Chinese Malaysians neither see
the significance of the gospel nor care to understand about the Christian
faith.

An indigenous church will also lift up how the Christian faith frees
people from fear. Deeply embedded in Chinese Malaysian worldview is a
fear of death and demons. Chinese Malaysians fear death so much that they
avoid saying or writing the number four because it sounds similar to the
word death. Chinese funerals have professional mourners to appease
demons. During funeral processions, paper money is thrown on the streets
to try to appease the evil spirits. In so doing, Chinese Malaysians hope that
evil spirits will pass by and not snatch the dead person's soul. In an
indigenous church, worship services and preaching will proclaim how
Christ's victory over death has conquered the fear of death (Hebrews 2).
Worship services will also emphasize that the Christians have received the
Holy Spirit as a guarantee and seal so that they do not need to fear evil
spirits, especially the evil one Satan.
Ritual analysis. Missionaries can also utilize ritual analysis in order to
determine significant worldview themes and to contextualize the gospel
message. As previously mentioned, most Chinese Malaysians, even those
who are Christians, observe the many festivals that are arranged according to
the lunar calendar. These various festivals symbolic forms, and rites of passage -

embedded with myth, rituals,

indicate the "the close identification

of the sacred and the profane" (Ching 1993 :231). In other words, the rituals
and symbolic forms draw people into a sacred moment in time and space.
Thus, the rituals and symbolic forms become unique vehicles for
missionaries to bring the text of the gospel message into a people's local
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context, their ethos, their worldview, and the way in which they structure
and order their life.
Chinese New Year is filled with many rituals that are suited for the
process of ritual analysis. Looking back at the many rituals and forms, how
could an indigenous Chinese Malaysian church celebrate Chinese New
Year?
As church members gather together for the Chinese New Year reunion
meal and before they partake of a meal, they would offer prayers of
thanksgiving for God's continued mercy during the past year. This prayer
would include several members of the church in a brief time of giving thanks
to God and reflecting upon God's goodness and mercy in each member's life
during the past year. The following church prayer serves as one such
model:
Elder:

Elder:

All:
Member 1:
Member 2:

Member 3:
Member 4:

We gather together to begin a festive time of rejoicing
and celebration. Before we begin, let's pause for a
moment to thank God for his continued mercy, goodness,
and blessings on our church in the past year.
Our Lord and God, "You have shown great mercy to [us
this past year], because [we] walked before You in truth,
in righteousness, and in uprightness of heart with You" (I
Kings 3 :6, NKN)
"Oh, give thanks to the LORD, for He is good! For His
mercy endures forever." (Psalm 118:1 NKN)
"Your mercy, 0 LORD, is in the heavens; Your
faithfulness reaches to the clouds." (Psalm 36:5 NKJV)
Oh, give thanks to the God of gods! For His mercy
endures forever. Oh, give thanks to the Lord of lords!
F or His mercy endures forever:
To Him who alone does great wonders, For His mercy
endures forever;
To Him who by wisdom made the heavens, For His
mercy endures forever;
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Member 5: To Him who laid out the earth above the waters, For His
mercy endures forever;
Member 6: To Him who made great lights, For His mercy endures
forever; The sun to rule by day, For His mercy endures
forever; The moon and stars to rule by night, For His
mercy endures forever.
Elder:
To Him who led [us this past year], For His mercy
endures forever; Who gives food to all flesh, For His
mercy endures forever.
Children: Oh, give thanks to the God of heaven! For His mercy
endures forever.
(Selected passages of Psalm 136:2-26 NKJV)
All:
"Let the house of [
1now say, 'His mercy endures
forever.' Let those who fear the LORD now say, 'His
mercy endures forever. '" (Psalm 118:3-4 NKJV)
Following the reading of the above prayer, one person leads the
church in a time of prayer, mentioning specific events and ways where God
has shown faithfulness and mercy to the church.
With the closing "Amen" of the prayer, the "reunion dinner" begins.
As church members eat together, they can share specific examples and
stories of how God has led and sustained their life in the past year. When I
attended the "reunion dinner" with the Lim family, they shared stories and
events that revealed God's love and mercy. Some of the stories were
humorous. Others were not. The sharing of stories encourages
commonality and facilitates the journey toward the next stage of the New
Year Eve celebration.
As soon as the children have finished eating, they begin making red
colored banners. The children can draw various symbols on the red colored
banners, such as a cross or a fish, that symbolize the Christian faith.
During the course of the day, children receive a hong baa, red
envelope, filled with money. Sometime before the children receive the hong
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bao and after they have finished the banners, members of the church need to

recollect that faith in God, their Lord Jesus Christ, serves as a banner and
shield against the monster Satan. The celebrations of Chinese New Year
evolved from the myth of Nian. According to the myth ofNian, a great
monster, named Nian (meaning Year in Chinese) terrorized a village. In
order to run the monster off, each year the villagers shot off firecrackers and
made red banners, both which scared the monster off. To shield against the
monster Satan, someone in the church first needs to tell the original myth of
Nian. After telling the myth, someone reads the following to signify that
faith in Jesus Christ is the Christian's banner against the monster beast
Satan.
We, the [
1Church, rejoice in our faith in Jesus Christ. We
rejoice that our Savior and Lord Jesus Christ has won the victory over
the monstrous beast Satan. Yes, we rejoice for the Bible declares,
[Jesus Christ] shared in [our] hmnanity so that by his death he
might destroy him who holds the power of death - that is, the
devil. (Hebrews 2:14 NIV)
Therefore, we rejoice in the past and celebrate the coming of the New
Year. For,
Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or
hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or
sword? As it is written: "For your sake we face death all day long;
we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered." No, in all these
things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us.
For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor
demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither
height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to
separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
(Romans 8:35-39 NIV)
As we hang our banners, may the banners symbolize our renewed
faith in Jesus Christ, who secures our faith and sanctifies this moment!
May they remind us that Christ has won the victory against the evil
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one! (Along with the help of the adults, the children begin hanging the
banners in different places throughout the church.)
After reading the above declaration, another member of the church
declares the following:
As we reflect back upon this past year, we rejoice that God's mercy
has been with us. We also give thanks that through faith Jesus Christ
serves as our banner and shield against the monstrous beast Satan.
As we begin to go out in a few moments and shoot firecrackers, may
we again place our faith in Jesus who will again rescue us in the
coming year from the monstrous beast! As the firecrackers sound,
may they symbolize the very act of our faith in God who will provide
a victorious and peaceful life from the beast in the coming year!
As the children and adults journey outside, the celebration begins.
Now, the gospel message of Jesus Christ takes on new meaning with every
lighting and sounding of the frrecrackers. Faith in Jesus Christ is seen as a
destructive weapon against the monster Nian or Satan. The symbolic forms
of red colored banners and the noise of loud firecrackers become powerful
symbols that point beyond themselves to acts of faith in Jesus Christ.
The above attempt to contextualize the gospel message mixed verbal
declarations and explanations with each enacted ritual. In the case of
Chinese Malaysian religion, the ritualistic and symbolic forms practiced
have animistic meanings. Therefore, each enacted ritual needs verbal
explanation so that Chinese Malaysians do not place animistic meaning on
the enacted ritual or symbolic forms. With such an approach, the rituals and
symbolic forms provide a "condition ripe for bonding to meaning" (Zahniser
1997:129). In essence, the rituals and symbolic forms take on new meaning,
one that approaches a dynamic equivalence of the Christian faith.
The above examples are just a few ways how an indigenous church
could meet unmet needs and use ritual analysis to contextualize the gospel.
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Many other unmet needs and rituals exist -

all ripe for contextualizing the

gospel, making the gospel relevant and pragmatic for the everyday life needs
of Chinese Malaysians. Through discovering unmet needs and the process
of the ritual process, missionaries contribute to the planting of an indigenous
church. When this happens, an indigenous church becomes a collective
group of Chinese Malaysians who have adopted and adapted the Christian
faith in such a way that the Christian faith naturally belongs to them and has
become native to them. When missionaries contribute to planting an
indigenous church, they realize the power of the local context.
Before Contextualization -

The Power of the Local Context

Before concluding this chapter, it would be good to consider why this
study is entitled "Before Contextualization, Critical Incamational Living."
Paul Hiebert's classic article on contextualization has offered much help for
missionaries. His critical contextualization model involves three steps. Step
one is to "study the local culture phenomenologically" (1987:109). He
insists that "Here the local church leaders and the missionary lead the
congregation in uncritically gathering and analyzing the traditional beliefs,
and customs associated with some question at hand" (1987:109). Step two
requires exegesis of the Scripture. In this second step, "the pastor or
missionary leads the church in a study of the Scriptures related to the
question at hand" (1987:109). Step three involves a critical response,
requiring "the people corporately to evaluate critically their own past
customs in the light of their new biblical understandings" (1987: 110).
It appears that Hiebert's model presupposes two things. It

presupposes the existence of a church among the people or a particular coculture. It also presupposes that missionaries are living among and already

278

actually in a position of knowing the culture at hand to assist others in the
critiquing process. With that in mind, Hiebert's model raises several
questions.
What if there is no church among the people or co-culture? What if
missionaries are planting a church in an area or among a people that have a
distinct co-culture separate from any existing church? What if there are
many co-cultures side by side, as is the case among Chinese Malaysians?
Do missionaries fust call in the existing church that is in a real sense
functioning and reaching out to another co-culture? This might be one
approach. However, this study proposes another approach.
It proposes that the fust step for missionaries is not critical
contextualization with a local body of believers. Instead, it is missionaries
living in the culture, learning and knowing the co-culture. While
missionaries live among the local co-culture, they can invite local church
leaders from another co-culture to also learn the co-culture with them. But,
for this study, we are considering the role of the missionary. What role is
needed? What is the first step for missionaries? Hence, this study proposes
that before missionaries can contextualize, they must be incamational.
As the research points out, Chinese Malaysians are complex, diverse,
and pluralistic. Chinese Malaysians share certain rules about funerals, but
differ in details. Similarly, Chinese Malaysians observe certain festivals, but
the rituals differ in details. Furthermore, particular social groups observe
certain festivals more than others. Each Chinese Malaysian local context
and co-culture is unique with its own beliefs, practices, and rituals. Just as
the advertisement in the introduction of this chapter suggests, there is power
in the local context. Cultural forms, though similar from place to place, do
not necessarily hold the same meaning. Missionaries should never
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underestimate the power of the local context. The local context teaches
missionaries the deeper meaning of cultural forms. It teaches missionaries
how to act and behave. More importantly, it tells them how Chinese
Malaysians interact, what they value and treasure in life. In essence, it helps
missionaries discover Chinese Malaysian felt needs. It helps missionaries
see Chinese Malaysians as individuals in need of a saving God and Lord. It
helps missionaries contextualize the gospel so that Chinese Malaysians can
retain their unique Chinese identity while at the same time become
Christian.
When missionaries do underestimate the power of the local context,
they can easily be the reason for the gospel missing the mark of being
relevant and pragmatic for Chinese Malaysians. They can easily be the
reason for Chinese Malaysians seeing Christianity as strictly an American
religion. Thus, the gospel presented can fail to scratch Chinese Malaysians
where they itch the most. Hence, missionary incamationalliving,
adaptation, and contextualization of the gospel go hand in hand. George
Hunter words it this way,
The gospel's ambassador is called to adapt to the cultural forms of the
target population. All of "us" have received the gospel "wrapped" in
the clothing of our particular culture, and this to us the faith spread.
But when we too closely identify the gospel treasure with earthen
vessels in which we received it, its communication to people of other
cultures or subcultures is frustrated. Our task is to "rewrap" the
gospel in the clothing of their culture, to convey it in a vessel that will
transport the gospel meaning to them. (1987:158)
As already proposed, before missionaries can join in the process of
rewrapping the gospel they need to know the specific Chinese Malaysian coculture. Without missionaries being incamational and adapting to the coculture, missionaries can easily fail at contextualizing the gospel. In other
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words, without learning how the people interact and what values and felt
needs they deem important, missionaries can rewrap the gospel in cultural
forms that have no meaning or pragmatic purpose for Chinese Malaysians.
Before they contextualize the gospel, they should first incarnate the gospel.
This is especially the case among Chinese Malaysians. Since Chinese
Malaysians are not homogeneous and are very complex, diverse, and
pluralistic, it becomes even more important for missionaries to know the
context of the co-culture in which they live. It would be sad for missionaries
to travel twelve thousand miles and fail to walk the last twelve inches - not
knowing the cultural context and not striving to become an ingroup member
- by living among Chinese Malaysians. Consequently, just as the social
identity of Chinese Malaysians is multiple and situational, missionaries
should function with multiple identities. When missionaries are with other
missionaries, they can function with a particular identity. However, when
they are with Chinese Malaysians, they should have another identity -

an

identity that mirrors an insider, an ingroup member. Thus, living
incarnationally among Chinese Malaysians becomes the first task for
lll1SSlOnanes.
Summary
This chapter dealt with three questions: (1) Among whom and where
should missionaries plant churches?, (2) How should missionaries relate to
Chinese Malaysians?, and (3) What would an indigenous church look like
among Chinese Malaysians? It concluded by proposing that before
missionaries can contextualize the gospel, they should adapt to the local
culture. They should incarnate the Christian faith by living among the
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people, learning from the people and making friends with them so that
ultimately the Chinese Malaysian home will be their cultural home.
Stateside mandates should not determine missionary roles. Instead, a
particular culture, people group, and the place of Christianity within the
culture and among the people group should determine missionary roles.
Although all missionary roles must contain certain key ingredients such as
serva..l1thood and heralding the gospel, the particulars of any missionary role
come from the specific cultural context. For missionaries, they should come
to the point that the local context cultural forms become their cultural forms.
In other words, the cultural norms of their new homeland should shape
missionaries so that they are able to contrast Chinese values with their own,
internalize Chinese values, improve and strengthen positive values, and
replace non-productive and plant new values and practices. Missionaries
should be so much a part as an insider (ingroup) member that the local
context norms begin to shape their individual identity.
When missionaries come to that point, they are more able to
sympathize with Chinese Malaysians, understanding how to rewrap the
gospel so that the gospel scratches Chinese Malaysians where they itch.
This becomes utterly clear in situations where plural identities exist, where
individuals are obviously not bound to a cultural consensus but exposed to a
plurality of conflicting perspectives and interests and therefore must, like
Chinese Malaysians, make their way through a maze of different identities.
Attention to individuals accordingly demands ethnographies of the particular
(Abu-Lughod 1993) that examine what people actually do in the specific
circumstances of their daily lives.
Succinctly said, missionaries should live an incarnationallifestyle
among Chinese Malaysians who live in a complex nation, are diverse in their
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makeup, and allow for pluralism in their beliefs. When missionaries live
incarnationally, they have a greater appreciation and respect for the people.
They learn how to act and behave. They are transformed because of the
relationship. Hiebert and Meneses capture this spirit when they note that:
In missions, transformation takes place not only in the lives of the new
converts, but also in the life of the missionary. Ifwe go believing that
we have much more to teach but nothing to learn, we deny the divine
nature of our task. We come to believe that it is we who convict and
transform people through our efforts and forget that mission is God at
work in human hearts and we are instruments of his work. We also
believe that we are priests and do not trust the work of the Holy Spirit
in the lives of new believers.
As missionaries we have much to learn from the vital faith of new
converts in other cultures. We come with our own cultural biases that
distort our understanding of the gospel. As we read the Scriptures with
our Christian sisters and brothers in other cultures, we see its truths
through their eyes. We are in danger of seeing Christianity as ordinary
and routine, or of professionalizing it. They remind us of the love and
excitement of newfound faith. In incarnational ministry our lives are
transformed as much as are those of the people we serve. (Hiebert and
Meneses 1995:209)

Accordingly, what is needed today from missionaries is critical incarnational
living. This affirmation leads to the [mal chapter.
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Notes for Chapter 7
1. Other factors possibly causing receptivity include: (1) people
migrating to new settlements, townships, or housing districts, (2) returned
travelers such as students returning to Malaysia after studying overseas, and
(3) religious change in a particular context. Receptivity usually is detected
in terms of basic dissatisfaction with life accompanied by desire for change
as well as absence of a hostile attitude toward Christianity. A person can be
at any stage of the decision process with respect to biblical knowledge and
still demonstrate receptivity (or lack thereof). Possible signs of receptivity
include: (1) dissatisfaction with life, (2) desire for change, (3) positive
attitude toward Christianity, (4) curiosity, (5) brokenness, and (6) desire for
relief. For further discussion on conditions that create responsiveness
among a people see MacGavran (1990:131-132, 179-192) and Hunter (1987:
51-53, 63-90).
2. For further discussions on rural migrations to the city and the
possible consequences of such migrations see Kemper (1996).
3. Unit refers to a Bible study, congregation, outreach point, etc. For
further discussions on the multi-unit principle as applied to those people on
the fringes see McGavran (1990:176-177).
4. Sociologist John Clammer echoes this contention. He maintains
that the attitude of the Chinese "appears to be a rather different kind of
pragmatism - miracles of healing, good luck, and other answered prayers
are associated with the place, so they go there" (Clammer 1993:207).
5. For a thorough discussion on various models, see Bevans (2002),
Schreiter (1985), Gilliland (1989), and Padilla (1975).

CHAPTER 8
The Pragmatic Level
Critical Incamational Living
among Chinese Malaysians
Every International Mission Board missionary faces the problem of
what role to play in order to plant an indigenous church within the Chinese
Malaysian context. Charles Kraft presents an interesting integrated
approach to the issue of role and status.
Jesus had an interesting perspective on role and status. In the
Kingdom, things are different in many ways. For one, what is normal
in the world is not to be normal in the Kingdom. He pointed this out
to the disciples in the event recorded in Mark 10:35-45, in which
James and John (and their mother) asked for special positions in the
Kingdom. But the Kingdom works by other principles - what
someone has called upside-down principles. What is to be normal in
the Kingdom therefore involves quite a different approach to status
and role from that of the world. (1996a:313)
Kraft is correct. Missionaries cannot let the world alone determine an
appropriate missionary role. Chapter 1 pointed out that culture shapes and
molds people to learn certain behavioral roles so that they know how to act,
behave, and relate to others. Missionaries have not escaped such shaping
and molding. When they enter another culture, they are to relearn
appropriate behavioral roles. Not every behavior role in every culture,
however, is appropriate. As a result, missionaries should begin their
pilgrimage of relearning behavior roles from the model of Jesus and the
Incarnation. They should begin the missionary pilgrimage with a critical
incarnationalliving mindset.
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Thus far, this study has deduced several missiological implications
that derive from Chapters 2 through 6 of the ethnographic research. Chapter
2 highlighted the complexity of Malaysia, looking at those factors that have
and are shaping Chinese Malaysian identity. It discussed the many socioeconomic changes that are occurring and the influences of the Malaysian
government upon Chinese Malaysians. The preceding chapter proposed that
when such changes and influences occur among a people, the possibility
exists for people to be open to the gospel. Hence, the first missiological
implication was deduced -

the need for missionaries to playa role that

strives to plant churches among receptive Chinese Malaysian social groups.
Chapter 3 explored several values of Chinese culture, looking at
Chinese cultural values in terms of a continuum of Chinese cultural
categories. Chapter 4 examined the diversity among Chinese Malaysians,
revealing the unique ethnic identity of Chinese Malaysians and the many cocultures among Chinese Malaysians. Chapters 3 and 4 saw how Chinese
Malaysians equate Chinese identity with living a particular daily lifestyle,
being Chinese educated and speaking a Chinese language, belonging to
particular social networks, plus maintaining ethnic boundaries through
cultural values - the people most often in their life. It also saw how
Chinese Malaysians persevere to not loose their Chinese identity. As well, it
reiterated how the Malaysian context has intrinsically tied together ethnic
identity and religious identity. The preceding chapter proposed that if
Chinese Malaysians perceive Christian and missionary identity in terms that
reflect the need for Chinese Malaysians to forfeit their unique Chinese
identity then they will reject Christianity. And so, the second missiological
implication was deduced -

the needfor missionaries to playa role that

strives to identify with Chinese Malaysians in terms of living a particular
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daily lifestyle, being able to speak a Chinese language, the establishing and
appropriate use ofsocial networks among Chinese Malaysians, and
adhering to Chinese cultural values.

Chapter 5 explored the pluralistic and adaptable nature of Chinese
religion. It proposed that such pluralism and adaptation serves as an arena to
develop individual identity. The preceding chapter insisted that in such a
pluralistic environment one strategy does not fit all contexts. Moreover, it
considered how missionary strategy directly influences the packaging of the
gospel. It looked at how to contextualize the gospel, providing several
examples of what an indigenous church would look like among Chinese
Malaysians. Thus, a third missiological implication was deduced - the
needfor missionaries to playa role that strives for a contextualized mission
strategy.

The preceding chapter -

Chapter 7 -

concluded by maintaining

before missionaries can join in the process of rewrapping the gospel they
need to know the specific Chinese Malaysian co-culture. Said another way,
it is maintained that before missionaries can contextualize the gospel they
should live an incarnationallife among Chinese Malaysians.
This chapter begins by explaining critical incarnationalliving. It also
clarifies what ingredients are included in critical incarnationalliving and
considers how the ingredients interrelate. Second, it makes a few
recommendations for the Chinese Malaysian Baptist Church. I Third, it
delineates several recommendations for the International Mission Board.
Last, it considers several areas that need further research.

287

Critical Incarnational Living among Chinese Malaysians
The last ethnographic chapter - Chapter 6 - dealt with the results of
the survey. It demonstrated the importance of group identification in
determining perceptions of Chinese Malaysians toward Western
missionaries as outgroup members. As well, it revealed the importance of
missionaries knowing individuals in order to avoid making generalized
statements about them, lumping them into certain social categories and
having stereotyped images. Moreover, it established the need for
missionaries to connect with Chinese Malaysians in such a way that Chinese
Malaysians will not perceive missionaries as an outgroup member but an
ingroup member. For that reason, several implications came from the results
of the survey: (I) Chinese Malaysian perceptions are different from context
to context, (2) frequency of contact has a direct correlation with removing
stereotyped images, and (3) social perceptions change when close and
intimate relationships exist with outgroup individuals. Therefore, this
chapter deduces a fourth missiological implication - the need for

missionaries to playa role that replicates critical incarnationalliving
among Chinese Malaysians.
Critical Incarnational Living Explained
Chapter 1 mentioned that when missionaries plant a church three
cultures collide - the culture of Chinese Malaysians (the in-culture), the
culture of the missionary (the out-culture), and the Christian faith (the
supracultural). The preceding chapter pointed out that missionaries arrive
with a Christian faith that has found expression through a particular
worldview and mindset, an American worldview and mindset. Missionaries
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are to wrap their life around the gospel and live the gospel out. In other
words, they are to represent the Christian faith by incarnating the gospel.
The danger lies in missionaries representing a gospel that looks more
American than it does Chinese in form and practice. Noted earlier, when
this happens, Chinese Malaysians will reject the Christian faith, assuming
that they must first reject their Chinese identity in order to become a
Christian. As such, the preceding chapter pointed out that missionaries need
to distinguish between the in-culture, the out-culture, and the supracultural.
This occurs when missionaries go through a process of adaptation and
transformation, taking on a new identity. In essence, the process of
adaptation and transformation of identity requires an approach to role and
status that is much different from the world's approach.
The biblical approach to role and status differs from the world's
approach. The Incarnation serves as a model for understanding how to act
and behave in the world. In the Incarnation model, missionaries are called
to live along side as equals with Chinese Malaysians. The Bible testifies,
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. The Word became flesh and made his dwelling
among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only,
who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. (John 1:1,14 NIV)
In the Incarnation event, God revealed a perfect example of how
missionaries should act and behave. God did not come and impose upon
people in the world. Likewise, God did not sit back as a complacent God.
Rather, God took the initiative, as both intimate and ultimate, to serve along
side people. Through the Incarnation event, God met people where they
were. God saw the world from the perspective of the participants. God
worked for transformation on the inside.
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Ingredients of Critical Incarnational Living
With this brief explanation in mind, what ingredients are included in
critical incarnationalliving?
Learner - the power of knowledge. The survey revealed that
Chinese Malaysian perceptions vary from context to context. It also pointed
out how stereotyped images form. To reiterate, stereotyped images develop
because people belonging to a particular nationality, religion, race, gender,
age, or other common attributes are perceived as homogenous.
Consequently, people often do not notice the subtle difference in people not
belonging to their particular social group because they do not have personal
contact with specific individuals. In reality, what has happened is they have
a lack of knowledge about a specific person not belonging to their social
group.
The survey pointed out that Chinese Malaysians have stereotyped
images of Westerners, Christians, and Western Christians. When sitting
beside a Westerner, Chinese Malaysians felt uncomfortable because they
assumed that the Westerner could not speak a Chinese language. Hence,
assuming they have adequate knowledge about a specific person, Chinese
Malaysians can lump all Westerners together into one social Gategory and
develop stereotyped images.
Similarly, missionaries do not escape such tendencies. They can
make generalized statements concerning an individual, lumping a specific
person into one social category. They too can sit beside a Chinese
Malaysian, making assumptions not based on adequate knowledge. As
Stewart and Bennett point out,
Americans can overcome the tendency to stereotype and generate
negative evaluations by approaching every cross-cultural situation as a
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kind of experiment. They should assume that some kind of cultural
difference exists but that the nature of the experience is unclear.
Using available generalizations about the other culture, they can
formulate hypothesis and then test it for accuracy. Lacking a
generalization about the other culture, the hypothesis can be based on
possible contrasts to a typical American in the situation. Generating
and using cultural generalizations effectively while avoiding
stereotyping is one of the most demanding skills of intercultural
communication. Cultural self-awareness is necessary, as is some
knowledge of the predominant patterns in the target culture and their
variations. Although this knowledge it usually limited, it can still be
used to hypothesize likely areas of contrast and possible
communication problems. As more knowledge or relevant cultural
differences is acquired, generalizations can become more specific
hypothesis more particular, and communication difficulties more
predictable. However, if Americans (and others) seek sure answers
that will eliminate all ambiguity from communication, the result is
likely to be stereotyping. (1991:167-169)
Hence, a need exists for missionaries to gain adequate knowledge of
the specific context and people. A need exists for missionaries to learn the
specifics of each Chinese Malaysian context and person. A need exists for
missionaries to playa learners role. Failure to do so can result in
missionaries making broad yet even false accusations concerning a people.
The Incarnation event advocates that missionaries become learners in
mission. In critical incarnationalliving, missionaries become learners by
observing and asking questions. 2
Nothing is more distinctive to Chinese Malaysians than their
language. As seen, Chinese Malaysians speak a variety of languages. Each
of these languages is important to understanding culture, core values,
worldview, etc. As missionaries learn language and culture, they can find
holistic ways to impact Chinese Malaysians and their culture with the
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gospel. As missionaries learn the language and culture, they see the
interrelatedness of the society. Missionaries also recognize that,
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.
6.
7.

The behavior of Chinese Malaysians is not haphazard, but
conforms to a pattern.
The parts of the pattern of behavior are interrelated at many
different levels.
The life of Chinese Malaysians may be oriented in several
different directions within the same society, culture, and even coculture.
Changes in social structure or emerging technological advances
may greatly affect religious views, core values, and behavior.
Effective communication should always seek first to follow
normal patterns within the social structure.
A relevant witness will incorporate valid indigenous values,
traditions, rituals, art forms, and social structures.
Where they fall in place in view of the strata of status and
understanding how to relate to the various status levels.

As learners, missionaries strive for both language and culture
acquisition. Language and cultural acquisition are not separate jobs.
Instead, they are intertwined. In an article entitled "Involvement as a Means
of Second Culture Learning," E. Thomas Brewster and Elizabeth S.
Brewster (1972:29-31) point out how language and culture acquisition go
together. They suggest that the goals of language learning include: (1)
cognitive goals (which include having a knowledge of the host culture's
geography, economy, politics, social institutions, patterns of interpersonal
relationships, & value systems), (2) performance goals (which involves
being able to without hesitation or self-consciously perform daily social
amenities), and (3) affective goals (which includes both having empathy for
the host people and accepting the value system of the host culture). If
missionaries, as Whiteman (1981:235-236) contends, do not link together
language and culture learning, they can misunderstand not only the Chinese
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Malaysian worldview but also the true meaning of Chinese Malaysian
cultural forms.
Language and culture acquisition is also not separate from the task of
evangelism and church planting. Rather, it is a part of the task. Missionaries
learn in order to communicate effectively but also in order to form personal
relationships. Learning occurs when missionaries are accepted into the
Chinese Malaysian community. It happens when missionaries are seen as
people who fit in and act and behave appropriately. It happens because
missionaries have identified with Chinese Malaysians.
Identifier - the power ofkenosis. 3 Obviously, Chinese Malaysians
have boundaries that persist despite a flow of information and ideas between
cultures. The boundaries are of course social boundaries, found in labels of
''they'' and "us." As a result, one of the central concerns facing missionaries
is how to reach a point that the label of "they" dissolves so that they are
included in "us" - an ingroup member, an insider.
The results of the survey demonstrated how frequency of contact
directly influenced how Chinese Malaysians perceive Westerners,
Christians, and Western Christians. The more contact Chinese Malaysians
had with Westerners, the more comfortable Chinese Malaysians felt being
around Westerners in casual social settings. Conversely, the less contact
Chinese Malaysians had with Westerners, the less comfortable Chinese
Malaysians felt being around Westerners in casual social settings.
Hence, missionaries can move from labels of "they" to being included
in labels of "us" by frequency of contact with Chinese Malaysians. Put
another way, missionaries can be included in labels of "us" by identifying
with Chinese Malaysians and playing an atypical role. In essence,
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missionaries can remove such labels by behaving and acting differently from
how ingroup members perceive outgroup members should act and behave.
As seen in the preceding chapter, missionaries can play an atypical role in
the daily lifestyle they live, the language they speak, the social networks that
they have, and the cultural values that they exhibit. They can play an
atypical role by identification - an attitude and act of self-emptying.
The Incarnation event teaches missionaries the importance of
identification -

an act and attitude of self-denial and humility that, in turn,

provide the keynote of Jesus' earthly ministry. Jesus emptied himself and
took on the form of a servant, and his attitude of humility is the same one
that missionaries must have. The Bible declares,
Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being
in very nature of God, did not consider equality with God something
to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a
servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in
appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to
death - even death on a cross! (philippians 2:5-8 NIV)
Jesus provides a perfect model so that missionaries will discover an
appropriate role in the Chinese Malaysian context. Identification insists
upon emptying oneself. In critical incarnationalliving, missionaries put
themselves aside and put others first in their life. Eugene Nida insists,
A close examination of successful missionary work inevitably
reveals the correspondingly effective manner in which the
missionaries were able to identify themselves with the people
- 'to be all things to all men' - and to communicate their
message in terms which have meaning for the lives of the
people. (1954:250)
William Reyburn suggests that identification requires missionaries to
strive toward becoming "one in communion" and "one in communication"
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(1960: 15) with non-Christians. The goal of identification is not to become a
carbon copy of the Chinese Malaysian. Instead, the goal is to become an
acceptable outsider. In other words, the goal is to become as close as
possible an ingroup member. This will only happen if missionaries strive to
establish an emic or insider' s approach with Chinese Malaysians.
Critical incarnationalliving requires missionaries to develop an emic
or insider's approach. God's identity does not rest on being an outsider.
Instead, God' s identity rests on being an insider. God enters the world of
people in order to draw them toward reconciliation. Missionaries need to
strive toward entering each person's worldview perspective. If they fail at
establishing an emic approach, then they can easily fall prey to making
broad generalizations concerning the meanings of a person's religious
beliefs and practices. In addition, they can easily lump people together and
fail at seeing the individuality of people. Therefore, striving for establishing
an emic approach aids missionaries in viewing beliefs, practices, and events
from the participant's perspective.
In an article entitled "The World Is Too Much a Part of Us," William
Smalley (1958b:234-236) maintains that so often missionaries categorize
people and view them either as landscape (scenery), machinery (productive
ones), or as people. He points out that the missionary does not view some
people as people because there is a major clash of value systems. He says
that if missionaries are going to ministry to people from a different society
and culture, then they have to make a drastic personal reorientation of their
value systems.
Even when missionaries have an emic approach and have experienced
major reorientation, there is no guarantee that Chinese Malaysians will
notice the change. Unconscious body language and behavior, as William D.
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Reyburn (1960) points out, can limit identification so that missionaries are
seen as foreigners. Reyburn explains that it is only when missionaries avoid
insulating, isolating, and separating themselves from the host people can true
identification, appreciation, and freedom to witness take place.
From a practical standpoint, missionaries can avoid such limitations
by mimicking Chinese Malaysians. They can imitate Chinese Malaysian
social patterns. In the case of the survey, frequency of contact was seen in
casual social relationships. It was in the places that Chinese often visit coffee shops. It was in places where Chinese Malaysians most often eat and
socialize. It is not uncommon to see Chinese Malaysians in those places
throughout the day. However, Chinese Malaysians are most often found in
those places in the evenings. Missionaries can frequently visit coffee shops
and go out to eat at the same spots. They can imitate Chinese Malaysian
eating styles, gestures, and many other behavioral patterns.
Identification requires missionaries to assimilate into the host culture,
to go through the natural process of socialization. This study does not
suggest that missionaries deny their own cultural heritage. Missionaries
should not renounce their own ways and values in favor of the host culture's
ways and values, hence, "go native" (Mayers 1974:192-193). On the other
hand, they also should not require the local people to become like
themselves rather than missionaries becoming like the people (Luzbetak
1988:98).
Marvin K. Mayers suggests three tools to make assimilation into
another society possible: (1) form and meaning correlation, (2) tools of
research, and (3) tools of relationships (1974:203-240). Assimilation is not
possible if missionaries assume similar forms between the host culture and
missionary's culture mean the same. Tools of research involve being aware
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of differences as well as of the effects of cross-cultural contact. Tools of
relationships involve building intercultural bridges with the host people.
The tools of relationships, or building intercultural bridges, necessitate
missionaries to be vulnerable and open their life home to Chinese
Malaysians. My wife and I practice the open door policy in our lifestyle and
ministry. We invite Chinese Malaysians to our home. In so doing, we treat
Chinese Malaysians like members of the family.
When missionaries go where Chinese Malaysians go and invite
Chinese Malaysians to their home, Chinese Malaysians begin trusting
missionaries and removing stereotyped images. When missionaries identify,
they are not just going out to get another piece of the puzzle of culture, they
have the opportunity to move closer to experiencing that very necessary
beginning step of building trust and a personal relationship. One of the most
important factors in acting out critical incarnationalliving is building trust.
An interesting article entitled "Do Chinese Trust Chinese?" provides

help on discovering the key ingredients to building trust. Looking at how
Malaysian Chinese sellers build trust with Malaysian Chinese buyers, the
study reveals that key ingredients for building trust with Chinese clients
include perceived intention, strength of personal relationship, dialect
fluency, and perceived similarities in cultural values (what matters mostthe importance of food) (Armstrong 2001).
Marvin K. Mayers proposes that if missionaries are to build effective
cross-cultural relationships and before trying to answer other questions, it is
wise for missionaries to ask themselves the prior question of trust (PQT).
The PQT simply asks, "Is what I am doing, thinking, or saying, building
trust or undermining trust?" He proposes that the PQT is "a tool that can
help one pause a moment before acting or responding" (1974:7). By asking
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this question, "an empathy will develop between parties and will increase
one' s sensitivity to who the other is and what can be done to see that
person' s life maximally fulfilled" (Mayers 1974:8). However, as Mayers
points out, missionaries need to maintain balance in using the PQT. If
missionaries overuse the question, then it may appear that they are seeking
to "manipulate another to his own needs" (Mayers 1974:8). Conversely, if
underused, then missionaries may "communicate an insensitivity, a lack of
awareness of who the other person really is" (Mayers 1974:8).
The identification process also occurs when missionaries strive to
discover God' s participatory activity among Chinese Malaysians. The
preceding chapter provided several contextualized examples of what an
indigenous church would look like among Chinese Malaysians. In order to
accomplish this, it began examining Chinese Malaysian religion. It looked
at both the gaps that Chinese religion leaves empty and the rituals that
Chinese Malaysians observe. Both modes provide an opportunity for
missionaries to discover God's activity among Chinese Malaysians.
Don Richardson asks, "has the God who prepared the gospel for all
peoples also prepared all peoples for the gospel?" (1981 :33) The Bible
testifies that God "has not left himself without testimony" (Acts 14:17).
The word "testimony" means a witness or a sign. Eugene Nida calls these
testimonies of God's participatory activity "points of reference" (1960:211215). God's activity in the culturally shaped lives of Chinese Malaysians
encourages missionaries to connect with the points of reference that allow
Chinese Malaysians to come to Christ within their worldview perspective.
As God's ambassadors joining God in the process of drawing all
people toward reconciliation, missionaries need spiritual guidance in
discerning the occasions that God provides for them to connect a point of
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reference in a person's life to the message of reconciliation through Jesus
Christ. This requires missionaries to remain attuned to God's activity
around them. More importantly, it requires missionaries to remain attuned
with the context and individuals within the culture.
The identification process also requires missionaries to show
sensitivity to Chinese Malaysians. Historically, many outside influences
have shaped and fashioned Chinese Malaysians. For the most part, the many
outside influences did not consider the Chinese Malaysian way of thinking
and doing things. In identification, sensitivity means being willing to
consider that Chinese Malaysians have ways of thinking and doing things
that could be better than what missionaries think or do. It means
transmitting this often and appropriately by showing proper respect for the
Chinese Malaysian way -

even for the way of their spiritual rituals and

beliefs. Missionaries must continuously initiate sensitivity to the Chinese
Malaysian context combined with a true mutual respect in a reciprocating
relationship. A reciprocating relationship means missionaries allow Chinese
Malaysians to help them and open themselves to their way of relating rather
than insisting that they come to missionaries on their terms.
Empathizer - the power of paraklete. Chapter 6 demonstrated the
importance of contact not only in quantitative dimensions but also in
qualitative dimensions. It demonstrated how Chinese Malaysian perceptions
can change when close and intimate relationships exist with outgroup
members. Hence, a need exists for missionaries to develop close and
intimate relationships, playa role that empathizes with Chinese Malaysians
- to serve along side Chinese Malaysians.
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The Incarnation event teaches missionaries to serve "along side"
Chinese Malaysians. The Bible speaks of the Holy Spirit as the paraklete,
the one called along side us (John 14-16). In this sense, God is able "to
sympathize with our weaknesses" (Hebrews 4:15 NIV).
In American Cultural Patterns: A Cross-Cultural Perspective, Edward
C. Stewart and Milton J. Bennett explore the reasons why Americans fail in
cross-cultural communication. Exploring and contrasting American values
with several other cultural values, they insist that sympathy is not a good
interface for cross-cultural communication, especially when people do not
share the same values. On the other hand, they advocate that empathy
provides a better interface. They insist, "empathy relies on the ability to
temporarily set aside one's own perception of the world and assume an
alternative perspective" (1991:152). In other words, empathy allows the
outsider to have an insider's perspective, being vulnerable to the values,
beliefs, and hurts of the insider.
Filled with the Spirit of God, missionaries are given the opportunity to
serve along side those in need and those who hurt in the world. By doing so,
missionaries represent the paraklete and model the example of Jesus Christ.
By becoming an insider, missionaries begin understanding Chinese
Malaysians' hurts and pains and thus to develop empathy for them. Louis
Luzbetak suggests that "Empathy is in fact the beginning of both
anthropological and missiological wisdom, and the beginning of empathy is
the recognition that cultures, however misguided, are as a rule a society's
honest attempt to cope with life" (1988:160). Moreover, empathy "means
understanding and appreciating as much as possible why the local
community behaves as it does, no matter what it does" (Luzbetak 1988:
215). Empathy requires missionaries to wear the shoes of Chinese
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Malaysians, to experience their hurts, pains, joys, etc. Rogers defines
empathy as "the degree to which an individual can put himself or herself into
the role of another person" (1995 :342).
Some might view empathy as something that only a person who has
experienced similar things can have. If missionaries are on the inside, then
they will in a real sense experience similar hurts and pains as Chinese
Malaysians. Hence, they will be able to empathize with Chinese Malaysians
and will be able to serve as an earthen vessel for the gospel.
Earthen vessel - the power of passage. This study has seen the
importance of social identity. Moreover, it has seen how Chinese
Malaysians intrinsically tie together ethnic identity and religious identity. In
the survey, Chinese Malaysians with no contact with Westerners, Christians,
and Western Christians overwhelmingly equated Westerners as being
Christians. As already maintained, missionary identity plays an important
part in how Chinese Malaysians perceive the Christian faith. Missionaries
can give the impression that the Christian faith is a religion that requires
denial of a person's social identity. Or else, they can give the impression
that the Christian faith allows a person to accept the Christian faith while at
the same retain their unique social identity. Hence, a need arises for
missionaries to have a social identity that replicates as much as possible the
local context. A need arises for missionaries to be an earthen vessel,
allowing the Chinese Malaysian context to shape and mold their social
identity and showing Chinese Malaysians that they can be both at the same
time, Chinese and Christian.
The Incarnation event teaches missionaries to become "earthen
vessels" (Cheyene 1996:71). In critical incarnationalliving, missionaries
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serve as God's earthen vessel. In order to become that earthen vessel,
missionaries go through a rite of passage.
Borrowing Van Gennep' s defmition, Victor Turner defines rites de

passage as "rites which accompany every change of place, state, social
position or age" (1969:94). He considers rites of passage as a "transition"
(1969:94) marked by three phases: (1) separation, (2) margin (threshold),
and (3) aggregation (reincorporation). When missionaries begin the rite of
passage from their home culture to their new culture, they soon discover
themselves in a new social structure with different cultural expectations and
values. They fmd themselves not knowing the new social structure with its
expectations. They fmd themselves in Turner's first phase, separation.
Turner contends that in the second phase, margin, people enter a state
of anti-structure and a period of liminality. In this intermediate phase,
Turner maintains that people "are neither here nor there" and "have no
status, property, insignia, secular clothing, indicating rank or role, position in
a kinship system" (1969: 95). When applied to missionaries, this period of
limbo causes missionaries to enter a period of scrutinizing their central
values and axioms of their home culture. This period of limbo often places
missionaries in a state of confusion. This state of confusion is often referred
to as culture shock.
After the intermediate phase, reincorporation occurs. Again, the
person enters the state of structure with certain cultural conditions. During
the period of structure, "individuals are expected to act and behave in
accordance with certain customary norms and ethical standards binding on
incumbents of social position in a system of such social systems" (1969:95).
When applied to missionaries, reincorporation brings a new social identity.
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They have learned how to function, act, and behave in an appropriate
manner in the new cultural context.
The key question missionaries face is what to do during the
intennediate phase - a state of confusion and liminality when missionaries
do not know how to function, act, or behave in an appropriate manner. How
are missionaries to make it through this state of confusion? The answer lies
in Turner' s concept of communitas. Communitas is the state of "modality of
social relationships from an 'area of common living'" (1969:96).
"Communitas is a relationship between concrete, historical, idiosyncratic
individuals" (1969: 131). Communitas "breaks in through the interstices of
structure, in liminality; at the edges of structure, in marginality; and from
beneath structure, in inferiority" (1969:128). Simply put, the answer lies in
the relationships that missionaries fonn. The local context provides all of
the needed resources in order to make it through this state of confusion.
Hence, when missionaries reach out to the local community and bond with
them, missionaries gradually take on a new social identity.
Missionaries need to bond with the culture and Chinese Malaysians.
E. Thomas and Elizabeth S. Brewster (1982) make a parallel of the bonding
of infants to their parents in the first few hours of life with the bonding of
missionaries to their host people and culture in their first few weeks of
service. They point out that missionary bonding with the host culture and
people implies a sense of "belonging" with meaningful relationships, a
"feeling" of being at home in the host culture and with the host people, a
proficiency in local language, a risk during the period of stress and danger,
and a bi-cultural individual with a healthy self-image. Identification and
bonding does not happen by technique or method but by flexibility,
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accessibility, and willingness. It expresses itself in being adventurous
instead of coming with a predetermined strategy.
For missionaries, going through the state of confusion and liminality
is a natural process. It is often a painful process. However, it is a needful
process. Once through the process, missionaries have a new social identity.
As a result, the host culture perceives missionaries differently and counts
them as honorary members of the community. As mentioned in the last
chapter, it is a process whereby missionaries: (1) contrast their own cultural
values and basic assumptions of life with the host cultural values and basic
assumptions, (2) internalize Chinese values, (3) improve and strengthen
positive values, and (4) replace non-productive rituals, customs, and
behaviors and plant new values and practices. Merely adopting new values
that are not a part of the missionary's cultural makeup, without going
through this process of cultural surgery would only foster feelings of high
anxiety and conflict. It would not facilitate a process whereby missionaries
experience identity change with an end-vision of having a new social
identity. In the process, missionaries rid themselves of excess baggage, of
the masks they wear, and of the many misapprehensions that they have about
life. Forming a new identity is somewhat challenging as missionaries take
off what is meant by American and put on attitudes, clothes, habits, gestures,
speech, life patterns, and values of the Chinese Malaysian context.
A Chinese Malaysian friend once said to me, "You are an egg
whereas I am a banana." I asked him to explain. He said that I was more
Chinese inside (yellow) and he was more Western inside (white). He then
clarified that this was a complement. I asked why he felt the way he did. He
went on to say, "You eat our food, speak our language, go places with us,
play basketball with us." Missionaries know they have anew social identity
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when they are viewed as an egg. They are white outside but appear to be
more yellow inside. There is power in passage. When missionaries walk the
final twelve inches of taking on a new social identity, they are respected and
are able to serve as God's earthen vessel, pointing Chinese Malaysians to
Jesus Christ.
Person of prayer -

the power of ekklesia. Noted earlier, Chinese

Malaysians have social boundaries of who is included in their social group
and who is not. These social boundaries are walls that separate Chinese
Malaysians and missionaries. Even when missionaries have an attitude and
lifestyle exhibited in learning, identifying, empathizing, and taking on a new
social identity, such social boundaries do not easily dissolve. Consequently,
missionaries need to rely upon the power of God to remove these social
boundaries. They need to pray, asking God to remove these social
boundaries.
The Incarnation event teaches missionaries the importance of prayer
and totally depending upon God. Although many writers allude to the
importance of prayer in the missionary task (e.g. Duewel 1986; Hale
1995:331-347; Robb 1989:95-134), John D. Robb provides one of the best
reasons why prayer is crucial for effectiveness. As Robb suggests, "Prayer
at its very heart is a linking activity. Prayer links us with God to receive
His power and direction as we pray for the world and carry out our
ministries" (1989:98-99). Mark 13:11 testifies that "It is not you who speak,
but the Holy Spirit." Concerning the sending of the Comforter (paraklete),
Jesus Christ promised, "When the Counselor comes, whom I shall send to
you from the Father ... he will bear witness to me; and you also are
witnesses" (John 15:26-27).
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Although both the Bible and many writers insist on reliance upon the
Holy Spirit through prayer, why is prayer an often neglected task? Arthur
Matthews, the late former missionary of the China Inland Mission, put his
finger on the reason that we often do not emphasize prayer.
The concept that treats prayer as if it were a supplemental booster in
getting some project off the ground makes the project primary and the
prayer secondary. Prayer was never meant to be incidental to the
work of God. It is the work. (1978:42)
In essence, prayer serves as the link for missionaries. It links how
missionaries act and behave in the world with God's power. As this
happens, God works in the lives of Chinese Malaysians, breaking down
social boundaries.
Interrelating the Ingredients
Before concluding the discussion on critical incarnationalliving, how
do the ingredients interrelate? God appoints missionaries to a sacred
partnership for the purpose of advancing the gospel (Acts 1:8; Matthew
28: 19-20). As missionaries learn from, identify with, empathize for
Chinese Malaysians and their felt needs and all the while offer the situation
to God in prayer, missionaries begin to take on a new social identity,
representing God's love as a earthen vessel. Therefore, linked through
prayer with Christ and linked through learning, identifying, and empathizing
with Chinese Malaysians, missionaries share in the accomplishment of
God's redemptive purposes, influencing the affairs of Chinese Malaysians.
The following figure illustrates this linking process that occurs through
learning, identifying, empathizing, prayer, and having a social identity of an
earthen vessel of God's love:
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Figure 6. The Interrelating of Learner, Identifier, Empathizer, and Person of
Prayer
Recommendations to the Malaysia Baptist Church
One important finding from the survey was how Chinese Malaysians
viewed Christianity. They saw Western and Christian as the same. Hence,
this study recommends to the Malaysia Baptist Church to conduct a study of
how they can enhance their image among Chinese Malaysians of being more
indigenous and less Western.
Another important fmding was the complexity, diversity, and
pluralism that exist among Chinese Malaysians. In light of that, this study
recommends that the Malaysia Baptist Church conduct research on what cocultures they are not impacting with the gospeL This can be done in
partnership with the International Mission Board. This leads to
recommendations for the International Mission Board of the Southern
Baptist Convention.
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Recommendations for the International Mission Board
One important finding of this study is the need for the 1MB to place
more emphasis on cultural and relational factors. With that in mind, this
study makes the following recommendations:
1. Missionary Presence and Social Identity
a. Evaluate places where current personnel live and reside with
the purpose of discovering if missionaries are in locations
that will allow for critical incarnationalliving among
Chinese Malaysians. For those personnel not living in such
locations, provide opportunity for them to relocate.
b. Place new personnel in situations where they have
maximum exposure to grassroots people and come to
identify with them. Before the personnel arrive, research the
community to see if it will provide opportunities for using
language and networking with the community.
c. Since role is closely related to social identity, conduct a
study on how personnel act and behave among Chinese
Malaysians.
2. Missionary Lifestyle and Social Identity
a. Have all new personnel live in a rural area - with a Chinese
speaking family - for at least three weeks when they first
arrive on the field.
b. Provide an extended orientation of at least three months for
all personnel in the areas of culture adaptation, the
complexity of the nation, the cultural values of Chinese, the
diversity of the Chinese, the pluralism of Chinese religion,
and how Chinese Malaysians might perceive them.
c. Provide volunteers with pre-entry orientation on the
complexity of the nation, the diversity of the Chinese, the
pluralism of Chinese religion, and how Chinese Malaysians
might perceive them.
3. Missionary Enhancement and Social Identity
a. Provide personnel with at least one book or article per year
on incamationalliving.
b. Require all missionaries to study Chinese cultural values,
contrasting those values with their own. Have them also
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c.

d.

e.
f.
g.

delineate behaviors that derive from those respective cultural
values.
Require all missionaries to compare Chinese cultural values,
their own cultural values, and values advocated in the Bible
in order to discover points of contention. As they do such a
comparison, have them list values that can be strengthen and
improved, those that should be replaced, and those biblical
values that need to be planted within their own culture and
the Chinese culture.
Require all missionaries to read at least one book per year on
contextualizing the gospel. Afterwards, have them
determine what Chinese cultural values, beliefs, and
practices they will contextualize.
Conduct practical training at the Annual General Meeting on
critical incarnationalliving.
Provide one book/resource each year to personnel in order to
enhance their spiritual and prayer life.
Encourage personnel to have yearly goals for increasing
personal involvement in prayer.

4. Chinese Malaysian Co-culture Research
a. Conduct research on identifying unreached and
unevangelized Chinese Malaysian co-cultures by surveying,
mapping, and writing team ethnographies. Research will
provide the demographics, history of the region or coculture. Team ethnographies will provide the needed "onsite" approach and some initial contacts. Questions that the
research will strive to answer include:
1.
What languages do the target people speak? What is
their mother tongue and their heart language?
11.
To what extent have the historical situations and
political climates in the different regions affected the
people and the way they will receive the gospel?
111.
What Christian outreach is already being done among
the people who live in the region?
IV.
What observations and recommendations for future
involvement surface?
b. Develop a database of unreached and unevangelized Chinese
Malaysian co-cultures that the 1MB can use to determine
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personnel priorities and to share with Chinese Malaysian
Baptists.
c. Share the results of the database with the Malaysia Baptist
Convention (MBC), Sabah Baptist Association (SBA), and
the Sarawak Baptist Church in order to:
1.
Present vision, challenges, and opportunities.
11.
Stimulate the enabling of the Convention to recruit,
appoint, and send cross-cultural missionaries.
111.
Arrange an annual dialogue with the Executive
Committee, Mission Board and Baptist Theological
Seminary leaders.
IV.
Communicate ona regular basis with the various
leaders.
5. Missionary Language and Culture Acquisition
a. Require every career personnel to commit to the long term
goal of bilingualism by ...
1.
Having career missionaries learn at least one language
their fIrst term of service. Every new career
missionary should be in full time language and culture
acquisition until they reach a solid level fIve
minimum profIciency (on a scale of nine). Once they
reach a level of nine, they can begin their ministry
assignment but will also continue in part-time
language study until they reach a level seven.
11.
Having all missionaries begin language study on
another language after their second term of service.
111.
Having all missionaries take responsibility for their
own learning - getting what they need, developing a
good attitude and commitment, sticking to the task for
the long haul, asking for resources as they have the
need.
b. Provide at least four months of full-time language study for
two to three year assignment personnel. After full-time
language study, they will continue in part-time language
study throughout the duration of their assignment.
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Areas For Further Study
This study has in no way touched on all aspects of the Chinese
Malaysian context. More than anything, it has raised several other
missiological and anthropological questions for further study. From an
anthropological standpoint, how have the different communities of Chinese
Malaysians changed in response to the demands of their adopted local
contexts? What kind of social identities are being constructed to deal with
other people's sense of nationhood, the globalization process, etc? In the
context of place and practice, does being Chinese always mean the same
thing, or does it change from time to time and place to place?
From a missiological standpoint, this study raises two questions. For
instance, what are the effects of the non-residential missionary on the
contextualization process? More specifically, how can non-residential
missionaries learn the culture in such a way that they are able to
contextualize the gospel to scratch people where they itch? These questions
insist upon further study in order to understand whether the non-residential
missionary approach is a viable option among complex, diverse, and
pluralistic people groups. Another missiological question this study raises is
how missionaries react to being perceived with stereotyped images. How do
such stereotyped images affect missionaries? What impact do such images
have on determining how missionaries relate to a people?
Conclusion
The Bible teaches us that God desires all people to "come to a
knowledge of the truth" (I Timothy 2:4, NIV). Gailyn Van Rheenen insists
that God "continually seeks to initiate reconciliation between himself and his

311

fallen creation" (1996: 14). Even in our present day and age, God seeks for
reconciliation with all the people ofthe world.
God does not leave Chinese Malaysians out of this process of
reconciliation. God seeks for reconciliation to occur. Therefore, God deals
with Chinese Malaysians from their worldview perspective, allowing events
to occur in their life that would awaken them to God's desire for
reconciliation. In other words, God deals with Chinese Malaysians from
within their particular cultural context and background. Put another way,
God does not leave Chinese Malaysians alone in their search for truth and
meaning in life. On the contrary, God empathizes with them, taking the
initiative to enter their worldview perspective. Consequently, God's
approach is an upside down approach.
The keys to understanding the worldview and ethos and planting an
indigenous church among Chinese Malaysians require more than a
superficial contact. The keys to such an endeavor require total immersion
whereby Jesus becomes analogous in flesh as both Christ and Lord. The key
is an upside down approach for missionaries. With immersion into the
Chinese Malaysian context, missionaries can discover ways to contextualize
the gospel message with the result of the gospel faith penetrating the
Chinese Malaysian worldview and ethos, their very religiousness and
religion.
Planting an indigenous Chinese Malaysian church takes time, it is not
pressure cooked! This study wrestled with the problem of discovering an
appropriate role for missionaries to play in order to contribute to the planting
of an indigenous church. It has called for a more "emic" (insiders)
approach -

a more incamational approach - and less of an "etic"

(outsiders) approach. Specific examples in Chapters 7 and 8 answered this
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problem but Table 16 shows a general synthesis of these examples, grouped
around categories of role, skills, connections, and actions.
Table 16. Appropriate Roles in Order to Plant an Indigenous Church
ROLE

SKILLS

CONNECTIONS

Understand,
Compare, &
Contrast Cultural
Lenses

Missionary' s
Culture & Host
Culture

IDENTIFIER

Adapt to the Host
Culture

Host Culture &
Co-Cultures

EMPATlllZER

Assimilate into
the Host Culture

Co-Cultures &
Social Groups

EARTHEN
VESSEL

Replicate the
Social Identity of
the People Group

Social Groups &
Individuals

LEARNER

PERSON OF
PRAYER

Contextualize the
Gospel

Individuals &
God

ACTIONS
• Build a broad base of objective
observations through participant
observation & informal
interviewing (concentrate on the
little things that make up the
everyday life of the people).
• Do an extensive reading of the
people group.
• Compare & contrast social groups
(family, etc.), activities (funerals,
weddings, etc.), and values
between your own culture and the
host culture.
• Take on a Chinese daily lifestyle
• Learn a Chinese language with a
desired outcome to develop
Chinese thinking patterns.
• Tap into social networks, building
bridges with Chinese Malaysians.
• Internalize host cultural values by
acting out some aspect of the
culture that may not take place
while you are there or that you
may have the opportunity to see in
its entirety.
• Look for cultural cues as to what
is appropriate behavior and
actions.
• Generalize about people while at
the same time avoid stereotyping
individuals.
• Look for variations in social
groups & individuals
• Strengthen & improve positive
cultural values.
• Replace non-productive rituals,
customs, and values with new
ones based on Christian values.
• Search out definitive approaches
for the introduction of the gospel
by processes of filling the gap &
ritual analysis.
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The above Table 16 is not a sequential formula for planting a church.
Instead, each of the above are continuous roles, skills, connections, and
actions that missionaries need to play and do. Moreover, all of the roles
require missionaries to have humility, flexibility, and a deep faith in God.
Book knowledge about how to plant churches is not all that missionaries
need in order to plant a Chinese Malaysian indigenous church. They also
need to work from a paradigm of the local context. They need to involve
Chinese Malaysians in each one of the above roles and actions. In doing so,
missionaries question their long held cultural assumptions, reviewing their
own existing cultural values and practices that will not meet the criteria for a
biblically sound yet indigenous church.
This study began by telling two stories of missionaries who sought to
plant a Chinese Malaysian church. In both accounts, the two missionaries
failed in critical incarnationalliving. In the first story, the missionary
introduced non-indigenous Chinese Malaysian forms. In the second story,
the missionary stood at a distance and watched while Chinese Malaysians
borrowed non-indigenous Chinese Malaysian forms. As a result, the two
missionaries played inappropriate roles in order to contribute to the planting
of an indigenous church.
This dissertation research has emphasized the importance of first
incarnating the gospel, of living among a particular people, and of
connecting with a people in such a way that those same people include
missionaries as honorary members in their social group. It has sought to
renew a desire to serve as a leamer, identifier, empathizer, and earthen
vessel all the while praying that Chinese Malaysians will come to a
knowledge of the truth and be saved. As well, it has demonstrated the
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importance of missionary social identity, exhibited in daily lifestyle, the
language spoken, the social networks that are closest to missionaries,
cultural values, perceptions of others, and contextualizing the gospel.
Furthermore, it has shown that missionaries can play an appropriate role
among Chinese Malaysians in order to contribute to the planting of an
indigenous church.
God invites missionaries to serve as ambassadors, pointing all Chinese
Malaysians toward God's love as revealed through the incarnation of Jesus
Christ. God calls missionaries to serve as ambassadors, as though God were
making his appeal through them (II Corinthians 5: 17-20). Jesus Christ, in
the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19-20), insists that as we live in the
world we make disciples. This study concludes with an 1MB colleague's
paraphrase of Philippians 2:5-9.
Your attitude should be the same as that of the most excellent
missionary who has taken on the mind of Christ. This excellent
missionary knew she4 was completely ethnic and fully competent and
a leader in her own culture, but did not consider her own ethnic
values, her expertise at home, or even her own language something to
be clung to.
On the contrary, she counted her cultural ways as mostly
inappropriate in the new context, choosing to add a new cultural side
to her personality and working hard to think, act, and talk more and
more like the people she came to serve.
And having successfully acculturated herself among the people, she
humbled herself before God and the people, and became a servant no
matter what the cost . . . even unto death, but mostly unto
inconvenience. As a result, although she did not seek praise, she was
praised by the people, to the glory of God the Father. (Holden 2001)
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Notes for Chapter 8
1. In this instance, Chinese Malaysia Baptist Church refers to three
Conventions: (1) Malaysia Baptist Convention, (2) Sarawak Baptist Church,
and (3) Sabah Baptist Association. Approximately 200 hundred churches
are in these three Conventions.
2. A few questions include:
1. What beliefs are strongly held?
2. How do parents teach children to behave?
3. What do people regard as major offenses (sins)?
4. What do people do in crises?
5. What rituals do people perform?
6. Who are the trendsetters?
7. What are the greatest fears that people have?
8. What are considered to be words of wisdom?
9. What is expressed in the art forms of the people?
10.What aspects of the culture are most receptive to change?
Also, see Burnett (1990) and Loewen (1965) for a list of other questions.
3. For a thorough discussion on Kenosis and how Christians can
follow a path of self-emptying see Cronin (1992).
4. Female gender is used throughout and should be interpreted as
applying to men as well as women.
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APPENDIX A
Survey Form of Chinese Malaysian Perceptions
Location of Survey
Penang Island

Sungai Patani

Kuala Terengganu __

Age Group (Surveyor will estimate)

15-25

25-50

Male

Female

50+

Gender

Language Group
Would you say you are predominantly English speaking or Chinese
speaking?
_ English
_ Chinese (includes dialects)
Perception of Westerners
1. Have you ever come in contact with a Westerner?
Yes
No
2. If''yes,'' please describe: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
3. If you went into a coffee shop or restaurant, sat down, and then realized
that you were beside a table with a Westerner, would you feel ...
_ Very Uncomfortable
Uncomfortable
Comfortable
_ Very Comfortable
4. If a Westerner worked at the same place as you, would you
it.
_ Strongly Dislike
Dislike
Like _ Very Much Like
Perception of Christianity
1. Have you ever come in contact with a Christian?
Yes
No
2. If "yes," please describe: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
3. If a Christian invited you to attend a social function (e.g. a dinner), would
you feel ...
_ Very Uncomfortable
Uncomfortable
Comfortable
_ Very Comfortable
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4. If a Christian worked at the same place as you, would you
it.
_ Strongly Dislike _ Dislike
Like _ Very Much Like
Perception of Western Christians
1. Have you ever come in contact with a Western Christian?
Yes
No
2. If"yes," please describe: -:--_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
3. If a Western Christian invited you to attend a social function (e.g. a
dinner), would you feel ...
_ Very Uncomfortable
Uncomfortable
Comfortable
_ Very Comfortable
4. If a Western Christian worked at the same place as you, would you
_ _ _ it.
_ Strongly Dislike
Dislike
Like _ Very Much Like
Other Comments:
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